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PREFACE 


Why do historians of philosophy do what they do? The truth of the 
matter, which they might not readily own up to, is that they find past 
philosophical texts captivating and worth studying for their own sake. 
To ascribe intrinsic value to something, however, as Aristotle noted,! is 
no bar to ascribing an instrumental value to it as well. So, what is the 
study of past philosophical texts good for? What is its instrumental 
value? If pressed, most historians of philosophy would probably answer 
that their discipline serves a philosophical purpose, however widely and 
variously conceived. Those who allow themselves to be pressed further 
mostly describe such purpose in broadly pedagogic terms. Not without 
a touch of complacency, they claim to provide their non-historical 
colleagues with an extended array of arguments and viewpoints with 
which to tackle philosophical problems as currently formulated, or with an 
enhanced understanding of these problems themselves, if not of the very 
nature of philosophy, or with paradigms to follow or indeed to avoid. 

Other historians of philosophy find such instrumental interpretation 
of their role demeaning. Their function, so they would contend, 
should not be conceived as a mere breathing of (old) life into (newly) 
reformulated philosophical problems. Philosophy, they would claim, 
is by its very nature historical. Not only do philosophers inherit their 
central problems from past practitioners in the field, but their very 
modus operandi is critical and dialectical, consisting as it does of a critical 
engagement with the views of other philosophers, past or present. 
Without a degree of historical awareness and readiness to learn from 
the past, the philosophic enterprise, so conceived, could not fruitfully 
be carried out. To philosophize is, at least in part, to reflect on the 
models and methods that one has inherited from the past, to test them 
for their continued adequacy, to adjust them whenever possible or to 
replace them if necessary. If the discipline is to remain in good order, 
they might conclude, past philosophical works, whether canonical or 
not, must be interpreted from within their context and in terms of the 
issues that they were written to address. 


! Micomachean Ethics, Y 7, 1097a30-b5. 
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Denis O’Brien, the honorand of the present two volumes, accepts 
neither of these two conceptions of the history of philosophy, as 
minimally summarised above. He holds his subject to constitute a separate 
and autonomous discipline, whose relationship to philosophy has to be 
carefully delineated. We have been fortunate in persuading him to spell 
out his views on the matter for the first time, in an essay which will be 
published separately in a companion volume. His methodological credo, 
which bears the mark of his characteristic vigour and is informed by 
forty-five years at the forefront of historical debates, constitutes a fitting 
companion to the present two volumes. 

From the manner in which historians of philosophy conceive their 
relation to philosophy stem their methodological decisions. Are they 
to study past works in the original language, or is it sufficient to do so 
in a translation accredited by those competent to judge its quality? 
How deeply should they delve into the past for the philosophical roots 
of the work or the ideas which they seek to explain? How directly 
relevant, for instance, is Augustine’s doctrine of divine illumination to 
the epistemology of the Meditations? And if the student of Descartes 
ignores the De Trinitate to his peril, can he similarly afford to neglect 
the theory of anamnesis in the Meno? How widely should historians of 
philosophy cast their net for information about the broader context of 
their philosopher’s life and works? If it is undoubtedly significant, from 
a philosophical point of view, that Spinoza was excommunicated in 
1656 from the Synagogue of Portuguese Jews in Amsterdam ‘for wrong 
opinions and behaviour’, does it also matter to philosophers that he 
earned his living by grinding lenses? Must historians focus exclusively 
on the arguments of the philosophers, as set out in their philosophical 
works, or must they also take account of their non-philosophical—or 
less obviously philosophical—writings? To what extent, if at all, does 
Berkeley's 1744 Letter on Tar- Water, for instance, shed light on any aspect 
of his system? 

The dominance of the analytical school in twentieth-century Anglo- 
American philosophy has had a marked impact on the manner in which 
historians of philosophy who work within its orbit conceive their role. 
Some have adapted their approach and methods to fit in with the a- 
historical (or anti-historical) bias of their professional milieu. Accepting 
the sparse view of the domain of philosophy adopted by those around 
them, they eschew the Jargon of textual exegesis, they mostly ignore the 
cultural and literary context of the past works that they study, and they 
focus exclusively on the formal features of the arguments featured in 


PREFACE ix 


them. They believe themselves to be doing a favour to their author by 
treating him as ‘an energetic collaborator or antagonist"? They do not 
hesitate to make Parmenides and Heidegger into partners in discussions 
on the nature of being. They take pride in the fact that the students in 
their care should soon forget that Aristotle is an ancient philosopher. 

Anachronism is the price they pay for their treatment of the past. 
Although it is a price that such historians of philosophy appear to be 
willing to pay, there are others who would not be so willing. These other 
historians of philosophy, while endorsing the emphasis that the analytical 
school places on lucidity of exposition and cogency in argument, are 
nevertheless committed to expounding past philosophies in all their 
distinctness. These historians engage in all aspects of textual exegesis. 
They read past philosophical texts in their entirety and in the original. 
They do not abstract past philosophical concepts and notions from their 
historical and cultural contexts. Still less do they attempt to re-formulate 
them in idioms better adapted to the needs and interests of the present. 
They take anachronism to be an error, if not a sin. 

This latter conception of the history of philosophy, which may be seen 
as an outcome of a softening of the analytical movement, has had the 
unintentional but happy consequence of easing the dialogue between 
historians of philosophy working in Britain or the United States and 
their counterparts on the Continent of Europe. The dialogue between 
the two ‘cultures’ has recently been further facilitated by the waning 
of the structuralist, post-structuralist and post-modernist movements, 
which had dominated historical writing on the Continent of Europe in 
the second half of last century. Continental European historians, many 
of whom owed allegiance to these movements, had long been suspicious 
of, if not hostile to, the a-historical stance of the analytical school. The 
fact that the feeling was heartily reciprocated made for infrequent and 
weary contacts between the two traditions. The present rapprochement is 
therefore much to be welcome. 

Of this rapprochement Denis O’Brien has been a rare pioneer. After 
successive research fellowships had run their term, he left Cambridge 
in 1971 to join that most civilized of institutions, the Centre National de 
la Recherche Scientifique in Paris. Before long, he came to feel thoroughly 
at home amongst his new colleagues, whose commitment to meticulous 


? Bennett J., A Study of Spinoza’s Ethics, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
1984, p. 1. 


X PREFACE 


textual exegesis had made impervious to the excesses of the post- 
modernist movement in all its guises. Liberated from all teaching duties, 
he soon fulfilled the rich promises contained in the book of his doctoral 
thesis, Empedocles? Cosmic Cycle (1969). Meticulously researched and 
elaborately argued analyses of ancient texts began flowing thick and 
fast from his pen. Forty years later, they are still flowing. Remarkable 
for their methodological ingenuity, they are aimed at reconstructing the 
dynamics of ancient philosophizing. Past views and systems are studied, 
not as if they had stemmed, Athena-like, from their author’s conscious 
reflections, but are patiently reconstructed from evidence gleaned in 
later philosophers who expounded, or used for their own purposes, the 
views of their predecessors. By so working backwards Denis is often able 
to bring to light presuppositions and assumptions of which those who 
laboured under them were mostly unaware. To this endeavour he has 
brought an uncommon philological nimbleness; no one else, it seems, can 
draw so much philosophical mileage from so seemingly inconsequential 
philological points. In 1969, a minute analysis of a few lines in Enneads 6 
and 51 backed his arguments for the coherence of Plotinus’ thinking on 
matter and the origin of evil. Very recently, the presence or absence of a 
single-letter word, in a subordinate clause, led to a series of three tightly 
packed articles on the second part of Plato's Parmenides? Remarkable, 
too, 1s the range of Denis’ publications, covering as they do the whole 
span of ancient philosophy, from the Presocratics to Augustine. As the 
extensive bibliography reprinted at the end of each volume testifies, there 
is virtually no ancient school of thought, with the possible exception of 
the Stoics, on which Denis has not shed some light. 

The present two volumes reflect the range and depth of his scholarly 
accomplishments. They also bear witness to the vitality of the study 
of ancient philosophy in Europe and North America by exemplifying 
the different methodologies that go into the discovery of new ways of 
reading and seeing the past. These include the philological skills that 
enable scholars to read texts with rigour as well as the philosophical 
and literary tools that help them to uncover and to contextualize the 


* The first two shorter articles, entitled ‘EZNAJ copulatif et existentiel dans le Par- 
ménide de Platon (Parm. 137 A 7—B 4) and ‘Un probléme de syntaxe dans le Parménide 
de Platon (Parm. 137 A 7—B 4)’, have been published in Revue des Etudes Grecques 118, 
2005, pp. 229—245, and 119, 2006, pp. 421-435. They will be followed shortly in the 
same periodical by the main piece, ‘L’hypothése de Parménide (Platon, Parménide 137 
A 7-B 4). 


PREFACE xi 


meanings hidden in texts whose significance had so far been taken for 
granted, misunderstood or overlooked. Lastly, these volumes explore 
aspects of the evolving development of the self as writer and reader, of 
the issues and qualities that favour that development (such as identity, 
self-knowledge and sincerity) and of the ways in which ancient writers 
saw themselves in relation to this world and to the divine, as they 
conceived it. 

The section on the Presocratics sets the tone for the two-volume 
collection as a whole with close examination or reconstruction of key 
texts, in each case providing new insight into well-known fragments, an 
insight that changes our understanding of the larger picture. Francesco 
Fronterotta examines the meanings and usages of noein in Parmenides, 
fragments 3, 6, 8, 4 DK, to decide between three different interpretations: 
noein as purely intellectual knowledge (following Plotinus, Aristotle, and 
Plato), noein as discursive, analytic reasoning (following G.E.L. Owen and 
others), and noein as a form of immediate perception that goes beyond the 
senses (following K. von Fritz). Fronterotta favours the third option as a 
way of getting closer to the pre-Platonic thinker he takes Parmenides to 
have been, rather than the later philosophical and historical construct we 
have come to accept from Plato, Plotinus or Heidegger. This introduces 
one of the major themes of the volumes: whose voice speaks to us in 
and through the text? Is it an original voice—or as close as we can get 
to it—or a medley of different inter-textual voices or simply a version of 
our own reading? And how do we uncover the truth? Marwan Rashed 
and Jean-Claude Picot take up the question of Empedocles’ thought 
directly. Rashed provides a compelling reconstruction of fragment 84 
DK, by means of an insertion from fragment 87, which reveals the 
corresponding structure and cosmological function of the eye in a 
new and coherent way. He then brings the tools of philosophical and 
literary analysis to bear on the reconstructed fragment to show that 
Empedocles is actually allegorizing the theme of Odysseus’ return, 
some 700 years earlier than the commonly supposed first allegorization 
of Odysseus’ return by the Neoplatonists. Picot examines a problem 
posed by fragment 115, 3 DK, namely, the possibility that one of the 
Blessed commits murder and is thereby forced to exchange his blessed 
state for a life of exile in the form of a damén. On the basis of Plutarch’s 
De exilio and a 16th century substitution (by Stephanus) of phono and 
mienài for the sounder and earlier phobôi and min, Picot concludes that 
there is no question of one of the Blessed polluting his limbs with 
murder. Instead, the subject of line 3 is the daimon in exile throughout 
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his diverse incarnations. Whatever the difficulties in identifying the fault 
that triggers the exile, phoboi should be retained. Carl Huffman next 
gives a detailed analysis of the origin and nature of one of the most 
intriguing moments in early Greek cosmology: Philolaus’ decision to 
posit a central fire in the middle of the cosmos, a decision that was to 
have some influence, two thousand years later, on Copernicus’ rejection 
of the geocentric model. Against the background of P. Kingsley's view 
(1995, chapters 13-14) that this thesis was developed, in part, from a 
passage in Homer, Huffman argues, on the basis of a complex array of 
texts, that Philolaus’ central fire arose out of a unique development of 
themes in the Presocratic tradition. 

The second section of volume I, on Plato, ranges from the Alcibiades I 
[a dialogue whose authenticity has been disputed (by Schleiermacher and 
others) but which was placed first in the order of the later Neoplatonic 
curriculum], and the Meno, through the middle dialogues (Phaedo, 
Symposium, and Phaedrus) and then to the Sophist on the question of non- 
being. How should we read the Platonic dialogues given the complexities 
and diversity of the dramatic voices represented therein? Christopher 
Gill examines the question of self-knowledge in Alcibiades I and argues 
that the notoriously difficult phrase, auto to auto, should be read in a double 
intensive sense as “the itself itself” and not as “the self itself". It does 
not introduce an implausibly advanced concept of reflexive selfhood 
(as supposed by Foucault and others) nor should it be read in terms 
of the analogy between vision and self-knowledge in 132c-133c, as a 
pre-Neoplatonic conception of self (as by Brunschwig). Instead, Gill 
concludes that the Alcibiades’s exploration of self is a powerful expression 
of “an objective-participant conception”, placed on the cusp between 
two different conceptions of self to be found in the Platonic dialogues. 
One is the conception of a shared search for truth framed in objective 
(rather than inter-subjective) terms and the other is the idea of a virtually 
disembodied mind capable of achieving a truth that is common and not 
private, but at the same time not reached by a shared search. Theodor 
Ebert then takes up the question of how to read a Platonic dialogue, 
and he explicates this question using a seemingly minor point in the 
Meno, Socrates’ definition of figure. Ebert argues that the second of the 
two definitions offered by Socrates is deliberately misleading; he thus 
points to a way of reading the dialogues not as statements or doctrines 
(as some Neoplatonic and modern interpretations of Plato tend to do), 
but as questions. This involves a more problematic but participant 
reading that enters into interpretation by looking into the character, 
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intellectual background, aims and philosophical acumen of the dramatis 
personae, much as the audience of a Greek drama might try to make 
sense of the play as a whole. Rosamond Kent Sprague next gives a 
provocative reading of the Phaedo, according to which the dialogue is 
better interpreted as a hell-fire and damnation sermon rather than a 
collection of arguments for the immortality of the soul. The arguments 
forimmortality are all fundamentally non-moral, whereas the separation 
of soul from body is not just ontological, but moral. Plato therefore 
counteracts his metaphysics with his ethics by stressing the need for 
purification in the philosophic life. The moral dimension transforms our 
understanding of the world. From the whole of a dialogue, we move to 
the difficulties of a very small part of a well-known text in Christopher 
Strachan’s skilful deconstruction of Symposium 199 D3-4, where after a 
detailed consideration of the many interpretations and possible variant 
readings of the phrase geloion gar an ei to erotema ei Eros estin eros métros € 
patros, Strachan concludes that the parenthesis contributes nothing to 
the argument except difficulties that have not hitherto been resolved, 
and that “deletion is probably the most robust procedure.” Strachan 
reminds us forcefully of the fragilities of textual transmission, of how 
much we take for granted in commonly accepted versions of any text 
and of the critical engagement required with the whole tradition in 
order to escape the confinement of customary perception. This is itself 
a thoroughly Socratic practice. Jean-François Pradeau next examines 
a puzzling feature of Plato’s thought in a decidedly provocative way, 
namely, the sexual images of arousal, tumescence and the emission 
of seed in the Phaedrus, Symposium, and Timaeus, all of which images, 
Pradeau argues, suggest, partly by means of the link in Plato’s thought 
between arousal and birth (combining the phallus and uterus—images), 
that the philosophical path follows, by indirect route through physical 
erotic resemblance, the actual weakness of a soul bound to sensible 
reality, and yet simultaneously points the way by which the soul can 
attain to the source of erotic desire, namely, intelligible truth. Noboru 
Notomi, by a detailed analysis of a series of key texts in the Sophist, 
charts the importance of Parmenides as a philosophical figure and also 
as a somewhat menacing shadow in five principal dialogues (Symposium, 
Republic, Parmenides, Theaetetus and Sophist) and shows with particular 
reference to Denis O’Brien’s works how the stimulus and yet challenge 
of Parmenides helps to give birth to philosophy and dialectic, in order 
to save the possibility of /ogos—language and reason—that, in Notomi's 
view of Plato, has been threatened by Parmenides’ failure to pursue logos 
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adequately. Kenneth Sayre notes that there are three distinct dialectical 
methods in the middle and late dialogues: the method of hypothesis, first 
proposed in the Meno and developed further in the Phaedo, Republic and 
T heaetetus; the method of collection and division, first proposed in the 
Phaedrus, applied in the Sophist, and revised in the Statesman and Philebus; 
and, finally, the method of dialectic by negation which seems to appear 
full-blown without earlier development in the Parmenides. Does it really 
appear for the first time in the Parmenides? Sayre argues in a careful and 
original way that dialectic by negation is already exemplified, first, in 
the Sophist by the technique of negation underlying the definition of 
“what is not", where it is more a template for assembling a definition, 
and later in the Statesman by the use of non-dichotomous division to the 
left, where it plays an active role in the final definition of statesmanship 
or “the studied itemization of all things separated from the thing to 
be defined”. In both earlier dialogues the method is cumbersome, 
whereas in the Parmenides it becomes a proper dialectical tool on its own. 
Necessary conditions for a subject are reached by inference from the 
hypothesis that it exists and sufficient conditions by inference from the 
negative hypothesis. Thus, like the other methods of hypothesis and 
division, Parmenides’ dialectic by negation underwent several stages of 
development before emerging as one of Plato’s most powerful dialectical 
tools. 

In the first section of volume II, on Aristotle, some of the themes 
of the earlier sections in volume I, (especially natural development, 
movement, morality, agency, and cosmology) are given new focus. 
Carlo Natali examines the relation between power, potency (dunamis) 
and art/craft (techné) in Aristotle’s admittedly non-systematic treatment 
of this question. Against the background primarily of Gianni Vattimo’s 
view (1961) that art arises out of the possibilities and limitations of 
materials derived from individual cases, history and changing human 
needs, Natali argues for a more complex relationship between dunamis, 
physis and techné according to which the disposition of materials is not 
indefinite in character but begins with the form which acts also as a 
principle of selection of the materials to be used. Correlatively, Aristotle’s 
conception of matter and his use of the metaphysical concepts of 
potency and privation allow him to pose in a coherent manner, unlike 
Presocratic atomism and materialism, the problem of the capacity of 
natural materials to undergo artisanal transformations. Cristina Viano 
takes this one step further. Following out the notion of natural virtue 
as an evolutionary step on the way to transformative moral virtue, she 
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argues that the psychological potentialities of the blood show that the 
most basic forms of sentient matter in the sublunary world are not 
merely building blocks for more complex bodies but already contain 
potentially something of the highest functions characteristic of higher 
organisms, such as the exercise of virtue and intelligence. Does this 
mean that Aristotle’s ethics is a form of materialistic determinism? No, 
for a determinate relation between blood and higher order qualities 
only holds good at birth. The moral character of the fully developed 
individual is built up by practice and self-education throughout a lifetime 
so that while matter determines individual character, form guarantees 
moral autonomy. 

How then does development occur in actual human experience? 
John Cleary traces the path of moral education as developmental stages 
of character formation: akrasia, enkrateia, and areté (respectively knowing 
the right thing but being unable to do it, self-control, and fully realized 
virtue). Although akrasia is a kind of ‘adolescent’ mistaken perception, 
it is blameworthy because one’s own character is the cause of the 
misperception, and this can be changed not by suppression but by moral 
persuasion and habituation. Self-control, by contrast, is a kind of half- 
way house between akrasia and virtue in so far as the self-controlled 
person still experiences conflict between reason and the passions, but 
already tastes the cognitive pleasures of desire and spiritedness ordered 
by reason. With correct practice, the passions are brought into consistent 
harmony with reason as a function of how the fully virtuous person is 
one who has insight into the goal of eudaimonia. So, on Cleary’s account, 
the gap between Plato’s Socrates and the rest of us is shown in a new 
Aristotelian light and yet simultaneously bridged. Thomas Buchheim 
then draws the focus both inward—into physical action and passion— 
and outward—into how physical things can be moved by non-physical 
agents—to provide a more comprehensive cosmological view of agency. 
In an analysis of De Generatione et Corruptione (DGC) I, 6-7, Buchheim 
distinguishes two laws: one of mutual or reactive influence and the other 
of unchanging influence. In the latter case, an unmoved principle of 
motion causes an effect through one-sided contact when the movement 
produced is not a passive alteration of the body which receives the 
motion (for example, the doctor's body, though the /ocus of many bodily 
interactions with the patient, does not suffer the medical activity that 
leads to the healing of that patient). So things that do not have the same 
matter, or that have no matter at all, can act without experiencing any 
reaction, for they have nothing that could become the same with the 
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thing moved. All of this provides a tantalizing background not only to 
DGC I, 6-7, but also to the problems of matter, form, agency, entelechy 
or actuality in Aristotle’s thought as a whole. What is it that is read in 
the text of nature and who reads the course of self-development from 
the psychological potencies of matter to the knowledgeable artisan, the 
phronimos or wise, self-motivating person and, ultimately, to the actuality 
of God’s own self-thinking? 

The final section of this second volume, prior to the epilogue and 
the bibliography of Denis O’Brien, takes us from Plato and Aristotle 
through Plotinus and up to Augustine. Kevin Corrigan focuses upon 
a different organization of the tripartite soul employed in late ancient 
Christian writers that has altogether escaped scholarly attention and 
traces this alternative version back to two texts in Plato (Republic 8 and 
the “bad horse” image in the myth of the Phaedrus) as well as through 
Posidonius, Philo and others to what appears to be Aristotle’s own 
interpretation of these Platonic texts in the Topics. What is striking here 
is how our modern failure to notice hidden but significant features in 
ancient texts often leads to our condemning earlier thinkers as uncritical 
or syncretistic when it is our own perception or misperception that can 
blind us to the more subtle nuances of which earlier readers were already 
aware. Whose voice then speaks in and through the text? ‘The Prologue 
of the Golden Ass or Metamorphoses of Apuleius of Madauros presents a 
notorious crux. The Prologue is narrated, as indeed is the work as a 
whole, in the first person singular. Yet it is difficult to find in the Prologue 
a probable candidate for the possessor of that voice, either in Apuleius, 
the author, or in Lucius, the fictional narrator. Frederic Schroeder 
adopts the view of S.J. Harrison that the voice belongs to the book 
itself. However, he finds that on that hypothesis there is an embarrassing 
lacuna between the voice of the book and the voice of Lucius, at the 
moment when he clearly resumes the narration. Schroeder interprets 
literally the words of Diophanes’ prophecy to argue that, in a book 
where there are many bizarre transformations, the final transformation 
is present from the first: Lucius has been transformed into a book. Thus 
the gap in narrative voice is overcome by the consideration that the 
voice always belongs to Lucius (even if in the Prologue he speaks as one 
who has become a book). The metamorphosis of Lucius into a book 
symbolizes the lack of dialectic in Apuleius’ Platonic narrative. That 
transformation is a kind of death that reflects Plato’s view that the book 
lacks the living give and take of Socratic conversation. The imperfect 
identity of Lucius is contrasted with the completeness of identity on the 
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part of the goddess Isis who alone can pronounce without qualification 
the word “I.” This completeness of divine identity has itself Platonic 
roots. Lucius’ vision of Isis and his conversion are ironically subverted 
by the symbolic death of Lucius as he is transformed into a book. This 
subversion constitutes a critique of the Second Sophistic on the part 
of one of its practitioners. That movement makes a rhetorical use of 
literary aspects in Plato while ignoring the practice of dialectic. Gary 
Gurtler shows that in Plotinus’ great work on omnipresence, Enneads 
VI4-5[22-23], two different but complementary viewpoints are worked 
out: the omnipresence of Soul and Intellect (in VI 4) and that of the 
One (in VI 5). Whereas Forms, souls and intellects are present to things 
in some sense externally, the One 1s "present internally, giving what 
most primordially constitutes the thing as such, not giving as defined 
in this way or that, nor as if from the outside." Gurtler points out that 
many of the ways some moderns tend to see God, as totally other or 
as transcendent in such a way as to have no relation to the universe, 
are rooted in Kantian assumptions that remain the uncritical biases of 
much contemporary thought. Thus, the stmultaneous omnipresence of 
the One to everything goes beyond modern dichotomies of subject and 
object. In addition, Plotinus’ teleology is not anthropomorphic and his 
distinction between the corporeal and the spiritual is neither mystical nor 
mysterious. According to Gurtler, Plotinus is drawing out the rational 
implications of Platonic notions of omnipresence and transcendence, 
and of whole and part. The only mystery is that Modern thought 
somehow lost or misunderstood such notions. 

Central to this final section are two pieces on the freedom of the 
will in Plotinus. Christoph Horn argues that, although Plotinus’ 
groundbreaking work, Ennead VI, 8 (39), could well be considered to 
be (as it has been, for instance, by E. Benz) one of the founders of the 
modern idea of radical freedom in the West, designed to overcome the 
tradition of Greek intellectualism by identifying God’s substance with 
God's will, a more detailed analysis of the different concepts of the One's 
will in VI 8 shows that Plotinus remains firmly rooted in the intellectual 
tradition (a tradition to be found already in Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus, 
Plutarch, Alcinous, etc.) of the One as first and absolute cause. He is, 
however, the predecessor of Spinoza’s concept of God as causa sui. Jean- 
Marc Narbonne then provides an original comparison between Plotinus 
VI, 8 (39) 7, 11-15 and Iamblichus, De Mysteris, III, 7-10, in which 
he argues a) that the universal objector introduced by Plotinus in VI, 
8, 17, who argues persuasively that the Good comes to be by chance, 
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is neither Gnostic nor Christian, nor a purely imaginary respondent, 
but a particularly perverse and insidious materialist who in one way or 
another really got to Plotinus, and b) that Iamblichus' insistence that 
God is unbegotten may be taken as a rebuff to Plotinus’ view that the 
One is self-generated. The question at issue here, as in a different way 
in the Aristotle section above, is the nature of human and divine agency 
and how, if the two are different, as they must be, we are to conceive and 
talk about the latter. 

The final three contributions of this section enlarge the focus of 
investigation considerably by crossing over, first, into Arabic and then 
into Christian thought. Pierre Thillet provides a fuller understanding of 
what later ancient texts might have been available to Avicenna, Averroés 
and other Arabic thinkers by using textual evidence in Avicenna and 
elsewhere to show that not only Enneads IV—VI, as is commonly supposed, 
but also Enneads I-III as well as the Vita Plotini itself were familiar to 
Arabic thinkers. Gerard O’Daly and Suzanne Stern-Gillet then turn 
to Augustine, in the first case, to a close reading of the phrase “shining 
frontier of friendship” (duminosus limes amicitiae) in Confessions 2.2.2 and, 
in the second, to the whole history of thought that can be traced to 
Augustine's “invention” of the virtue of sincerity. O’Daly shows how 
the apparently straightforward, yet puzzling, phrase above has to be 
read in the multivalent context of the whole of Confessions 2, where 
each image or motif both problematizes and enriches the meanings 
of “friendship”, “frontier”, and “shining” attraction in the existentially 
indeterminate situation of the right relationship to God and the created 
world. Finally, against Lionel Trilling's claim that the virtue of sincerity 
and the genre of autobiography only came into existence properly in 
the 16th Century, Stern-Gillet argues that the conception of sincerity 
as a moral virtue first emerges in Augustine’s writings. Augustine’s use 
of such concepts as sinceritas and mundatio cordis, which overlap with the 
Greek notion of haplotes (simplicity), are, so she argues, grounded in the 
rationalist epistemology that he began to develop in his Cassiciacum 
period. This epistemology not only underpins Augustine’s treatises 
on lying and the record of his own past self, but also accounts for his 
tortured struggle to reach out to the divine. Thus itis that in Augustine's 
writings sincerity for the first time became a moral virtue. In Augustine, 
one might say, the identity of being and thought which we glimpsed 
cryptically in Parmenides’ famous fragments (see Francesco Fronterotta 
above) is given daring new form: the individual being that, through the 
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confession of its life, comes to know and gather itself, thereby offers itself 
and the world of its experience back to the Source of its living prayer. 

Although these volumes have not been particularly long in the making, 
they have accumulated a number of debts. First and foremost we should 
like to thank our translators, Christopher Strachan, Hugh Bredin and 
Owen LeBlanc, who all have worked long hours, often against the clock, 
and always uncomplainingly. Christopher Strachan generously put his 
rare knowledge of Greek and expertise as an editor of Plato at our 
disposal. In the midst of pursuing a busy double career, Jean-Claude 
Picot still found the time to come to our assistance whenever we found 
ourselves defeated by our computers. Edward Senior, Barbara Shaw, 
Bertrand Stern-Gillet and Michele Kelly, together with the Graduate 
Institute of the Liberal Arts and the Fox Center for Humanistic Inquiry at Emory 
University, have in their various ways provided much needed support. 
Lastly, Boris van Gool’s sage editorial advice and encouragement have 
been of invaluable help in the latter stages of this project. Let them all 
be thanked most warmly. 


Suzanne Stern-Gillet and Kevin Corrigan 
Manchester and Atlanta, April 2007 


* Christopher Strachan would like to record his thanks to Rosalind Strachan whose 
practical assistance and pertinent advice were of inestimable value to him in producing 
the English versions of the contributions submitted in French. 
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I 


PRESOCRATICS 


SOME REMARKS ON NOEIN IN PARMENIDES* 


Francesco Fronterotta 
(University of Salento, Lecce) 


Many of Denis O'Brien's works have shown how necessary it is that 
philology, with its assemblage of problems relevant to the editing of 
texts, should go hand in hand with the historical and philosophical 
understanding of authors and doctrines, and especially so when we 
are dealing with antiquity and late antiquity. 

In this paper I will confine myselfto O’Brien’s works on Parmenides. I 
refer in particular to the two volumes of Etudes sur Parménide, to which he 
contributed so substantially. In the first volume we find his magisterial 
version of Parmenides's fragments, with French and English translations 
and commentary, and a critical examination of the main interpretative 
and philosophical questions that they pose. The second volume includes 
two essays by him. One of these looks at a number of textual problems, 
and it aims to elucidate the “ideological” background which often con- 
ditions the study of texts because of a pre-existing historico-philosophi- 
cal understanding of their contents.! O’Brien shows that many variants 
of the texts of frr. 1 and 8 DK reveal a Neoplatonic origin—very likely 
because Neoplatonic commentators felt the need to establish a conver- 
gence between the meaning and the spirit of the Parmenidean text and 
their own doctrinal positions. O’Brien’s essay is a model of its kind, both 
as a reading of and commentary on the Parmenidean fragments (and 
on pre-Platonic thinkers in general) and for my more modest objective 
here, that of reflecting upon the significance of voetv. 

I shall look at translations of the verb voetv, and, more especially, the 
species of activity to which this verb, according to Parmenides, refers us. 
The role of Plotinus in this matter is far from irrelevant, for Plotinus's 
citations of fr. 3 DK—the inevitable starting-point for discussing the 
Parmenidean conception of voetv—have had an enormous influence 


* Translated from the Italian by Hugh Bredin. 

! See P. Aubenque (ed.), vols. 1 (Le poème de Parménide) and 2 (Problèmes d'interprétation). 
The essay I am now referring to is in vol. 2: Problèmes d'établissement du texte, pp. 
314—50. 
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upon our historical and philosophical understanding of it. Fr. 3 DK is 
as follows: 


... TÒ yàp HVTO VOEÏV EOTIV TE KO eivat. 


Plotinus cites or makes reference to this line in many passages of 
the Enneads.? The two principal ones are Enneads V, 1,8,16-17 and V, 
9,5,29—30. In the first of these he states that "Parmenides also, before 
Plato, touched on a view like this, in that he identified Being and 
Intellect (etg Tadtd ovvñyev Ov xoi vov) and that it was not among 
things perceived by the senses that he placed Being (tò öv ook v xoig 
aicOntois étieto), when he said tò yàp «dtd voeiv £otív te koù eivou" 
(trans. Armstrong). In the second passage, Plotinus writes that “Intellect 
therefore really thinks the real beings, not as if they were somewhere 
else: for they are neither before it nor after it; but it is like the primary 
lawgiver, or rather is itself the law of being. So the statement is correct 
that tò yàp adtd voetv éotiv te xoi eivor” (trans. Armstrong). 

According to Plotinus’s interpretation of fr. 3 DK, Parmenides af- 
firmed the coincidence, or identity, on the intelligible level, of think- 
ing and being—thus accomplishing two fundamental moves: first of all, 
placing true being outside of sensible reality; and secondly, recognising 
the intelligible nature of being, ascribing to it an intellective or intellec- 
tual character (vontóç or voepóg). 

It 1s easy to see that we are dealing here with an interpretation that 
is Platonist in character (in fact, Plotinus considered Parmenides to be 
a precursor of Plato, see Ennead V, 1,8,14-15). It is, therefore, an inter- 
pretation that presupposes the classical distinction between the sensible 
and the intelligible, understood as separate spheres of the real, and be- 
tween the corresponding forms of knowledge, (true) knowledge or sci- 
ence and opinion. Thus voetv is an intellectual activity, consisting in 
the immediate apprehension of its proper objects: namely objects that 
are intelligible and not sensible. This apprehension coincides with or 
is identical to its objects; or to be precise, in Plotinus’s version, it is an 
identity of thinking and being, of thinking intellect and the intelligible 
form that is thought.? We are able to deduce—from Plotinus's citations 


? See for instance Enneads, I, 4,10,6; III, 8,8,8; VI, 7,41,18. 

* See for instance Ennead V, 9,8,1—5: “If, then, the thought [of Intellect] is of what 
is within it, that which is within it is its immanent form, and this is the Idea. What 
then is this? Intellect and the intelligent substance; each individual Idea is not other 
than Intellect, but each is Intellect. And Intellect as a whole is all the Forms, and each 
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and their context, and from the interpretation I have just outlined—a 
translation of fr. 3 DK which, to some extent, one is obliged to adopt. It 
is a syntactically natural translation that brings together two infinitives, 
voeiv and eivai, as subjects of a proposition in which éottv functions as 
a copula and tò aùtò as a nominal part. To put it in words: “For think- 


ing and being are the same thing". Less natural, but sometimes found as 


a translation, is, “For thinking is the same thing as being”.* 


Grammatically and syntactically, this translation is acceptable. But it 
is not unambiguous. In the first place, it is not clear whether this coin- 
cidence of thinking and being should be understood to mean that being 
is the same thing as thinking—so that being is reducible to thinking 
because thinking produces, subjectively, being; or, instead, that thinking 
is the same thing as being—so that thinking is reducible to being in so 
far as being is, objectively, the condition and guarantor of thinking. For 
Plotinus, perhaps, this distinction is meaningless, because the two do 
not differ, or rather they are simultaneously true? But they are, all the 


individual Form is an individual intellect..." (trans. Armstrong). Afterwards, in the 
Neoplatonic tradition, the incorporation of Parmenides within this exegetical perspective 
became canonical. We see this for example in Proclus’s references to fr. 3 DK: “Up 
there (&xei, meaning ‘in the intelligible <realm>’) thinking and being are the same” 
(Comm. Parm. 1152,33 Cousin), and “Thinking and being are the same thing (tobtdv 
6 éotiv)” (Plat. Theol. I, 14 [I 66.4 Saffrey-Westerink]). It would be very interesting to 
investigate whether Plato also was inclined to this kind of reading of the Parmenidean 
fragment. Of course, any conclusion reached would be very dubious, for there is no 
quotation, paraphrase or allusion to Parmenides, in Plato's dialogues, touching explicitly 
on this question. It's true that in the Sophist (238c) the stranger declares that absolute 
non-being is absolutely “unthinkable” (&ôravéntov), and this allows an inference of 
the contrary: that being is necessarily the object of voetv. But, all things considered, 
nothing other than this very general and obvious deduction can be justified. 

* This translation supports an interpretation of fr. 3 DK that is canonical in 
Neoplatonism (see note 3). It also continues to have illustrious advocates amongst 
contemporary commentators—especially, at least originally, in German scholarship 
(as explained by A.A. Long and C. Robbiano, p. 57): see for example H. Diels (1897), 
p. 33, and K. Reinhardt, p. 77. Some others are G. Vlastos (1946 and 1953), C. Kahn 
(1968-69: “For knowing and being are the same"), W. Leszl (but for interpretations 
by Kahn and Leszl see note 15), G. Casertano, p. 17, and G. Reale, p. 93. This list 1s 
not exhaustive, because it does not include commentators whose translations are not, 
in my view, clear and straightforward. 

? See for example Ennead V, 1,4,26—28: “But each of them [the things that are] is 
Intellect and Being, and the whole is universal Intellect and Being, Intellect making 
Being exist in thinking it, and Being giving Intellect thinking and existence by being 
thought." (trans. Armstrong) This is so to the extent that for Plotinus (see note 3) every 
intellect is a being and every being is an intellect. The Intellect comprehends and 
coincides with the intelligible forms, which are themselves so many intellects endowed 
with the intellectual faculty or with thought. 
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same, philosophically significant alternatives. ‘The first is guilty, it seems 
to me, of a grave anachronism, because it attributes to Parmenides a 
form of idealism, or at least of a radical intellectualism.? The second 
makes him out to be a realist thinker for whom being is the concrete 
foundation of thinking.’ 

I have no doubt that the latter interpretation is preferable. It is based 
upon the intuitively plausible idea that, in order to think, one must think 
of something that is—whence the need of some form of coincidence (tò 
o010) between thinking (voetv) and being (eivai). If this were not the 
case, thinking would be different from that of which it is thinking (i.e. 
from what thinking thinks about): this would lead to the loss of any pos- 
sibility of idenüfying an objective criterion of thinking, and of intellec- 
tual activity in general. This interpretation, widely diffused in antiquity, 
was argued with particular force by Plato and Aristotle.? 


* Clement of Alexandria, the earliest to cite fr. 3 DK, very likely understands it 
in this sense: “Aristophanes said that ‘thinking has a power equal to that of doing’, 
and, before him, Parmenides of Elea had said that ‘thinking and being are in fact the 
same thing’” (Stromateis, VI,I1,23.3 [II 440.12 Stahlin]). If there is in fact a meaningful 
parallel between these two citations, the analogy between thinking (voetv) and doing 
(6pàv) implies that there is a productive disposition in thinking. Thus, according to 
Clement, Parmenides means that being 1s reducible to thinking so that thinking, in 
some manner, produces being. In modern times, of course, it was Hegel who saw here 
an essential pathway towards the formulation of his idealist perspective, as he argues 
in his Vorlesungen über die Geschichte der Philosophie of 1833 (Part I, Chapter 1, Section 
C.2: Parmenides): “Thinking produces itself, and what is produced is thinking. But 
thinking is the same as its being, for it is nothing but being. (...) Plotinus, citing this 
fragment (Ennead 1,8), says that ‘Parmenides did not posit being in sensible things, 
because, identifying being and thinking, he declared that being is unchangeable’. (...) 
Parmenides was thus the first to engage in true philosophising". This is the line taken 
by almost all of the commentators who opt for the traditional (Plotinian) translation 
of the fragment. See note 3. 

7 For a short list of commentators who choose this reading, see notes 14 and 15. 

* [n Plato's Republic, V, 476d—477b, there is an articulate exposition of the difference 
between the true knowledge of the philosopher and the simple opinion of the common 
man. In the course of this, Socrates argues as follows. Whosoever knows, necessarily 
knows something that is (ó ywvóoxov yiyvooKet ci... Óv), for it is impossible to know 
that which is not (n@o yàp àv wh öv yé tı yv@o8ein). By an extension of this line of 
thought, whatever absolutely is, is absolutely knowable (tò èv navteA@c Ov navteðç 
yvoo16v), and whatever is absolutely not, is absolutely unknowable (un óv 62 anôauñ 
návtn Gyvooxov). Similarly, in the Parmenides (132b—132d) Socrates hypothesizes that 
intelligible ideas do not exist except as thoughts (voñuato) in the soul. Parmenides 
immediately retorts that this thesis is not sustainable, for a thought 1s always a thought 
of “something that is" (vwóg óvtog), and refers by its nature to an objective content, to 
that of which it is a thought. The point is, in both passages, that there is no thought unless 
it immediately corresponds with a real object “in accordance with which” it structures 
itself as a thought. The different degrees of being determine the different levels of the 
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This is, most likely, the correct meaning of Parmenides’s verse. How- 
ever, there is one important aspect that still remains obscure. For we 
must ask whether this, the traditional (or Plotinian) translation of fr. 3 
DK—now understood in a realist rather than an idealist sense—entitles 
us to ascribe to Parmenides the view that there is an actual identity of 
thinking and being. We could, after all, defend a weaker version of this 
thesis: namely, that there 1s a correspondence between the two terms. In this 
weaker thesis, we are not dealing with a strict identification of thinking 
and being, but only recognising that both of them have a single object, 
for only what is is thinkable and, consequently, what is thinkable is. 

If we are to resolve this question we must turn our attention to two 
other groups of verses in the extant fragments which bear upon the rela- 
tion between thinking and being. These are, of course, frr. 6, 1-2 and 
8, 34-36 DK. I won't examine these in detail, by reviewing the vari- 
ous translations and interpretations suggested by their commentators. 
Rather I will look at them in the light of the exegetic alternatives just 
mentioned about the relation between thinking and being—the identity 
and the correspondence thesis. Fr. 6, 1—2 is as follows: 


Xp] TO A€yew te voetv T’ gov Eupevar- ÉOTL yàp eivor, 
unóev 0° ook got. 


Among the various translations which have been proposed for the first 
line, two relate to (1) the identity or (2) the correspondence thesis. The first 
translation is: “It is necessary that saying and thinking are being”. Here, 
the two infinitives Aéyew and voetv—preceded by the article tó and 


knowledge one can have of them. The same step is taken by Aristotle, when he says 
that “knowledge or science is the thing itself" (ñ émiothun tò npáyua, Metaphysics 
XII 9, 1075al). By this he means that intellectual knowledge is true when it properly 
coincides with its object. It exactly reproduces the object in the intellect: thinking does 
not determine its object, but it is a sort of trace of it, like a copy made of a model. 
This explains a point made by Aristotle when he distinguishes between substances that 
always remain unchanged and substances that transform themselves being subject to 
generation or corruption (Metaphysics VIL 15, 1039b-10402): he declares that we can 
have only an opinion of the latter, those which “are now in one manner, now in 
another", for opinion “is a moment knowledge and a moment ignorance". The former 
kind of substances, not subject to becoming, are eternally identical to themselves, and 
can be objects of thought and knowledge (ériotun). Again, instead of speaking of a 
true idenüty between thinking and being, it is better to talk of a necessary correspon- 
dence which binds thinking to its proper object, and which allows for a judgment of 
the truth of a thought on the basis of this correspondence. For more comments on 
these passages in Aristotle, see W. Leszl, pp. 307—09. 
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therefore substantivized—are the subjects of the proposition governed 
by the principal verb ypń, the infinitive Épuevor having a copulative 
function and the participle £óv, without the article, being its nominal 
part. If translated in this way, the line confirms thesis (1), since it asserts 
the identity of thinking and being, together with an extension to saying, 
which is now identified with thinking and being.? 

The second translation is: “It is necessary to say this and to think this, 
that being is". Here the two infinitives Aéyew and voeiv, governed by 
the principal verb xpi, introduce as a direct object tó, which must be 
understood not as an article, but as a demonstrative pronoun (a com- 
mon Homeric usage) that anticipates an infinitive proposition in which 
the participle &óv, without the article, is the subject, and the infinitive 
čupevor, having now an existential function, the predicate. Translated 
in this way, the line confirms thesis (2), for it declares that the object of 
thought and discourse has to be being; or, more precisely, that the pos- 
sibility of saying and thinking is necessarily tied to (xp) the subsistence 
of being (or of something which is) as their content. !° 

Two considerations incline me to thesis (2). It seems to me to be more 
in keeping with the exhortatory value of yp), and with the following 
words: got yàp etvor / undév 8 ook gottv, for the yóp introduces a 
consequence, or an explanation, and this is consistent with thesis (2): “It 
is necessary to say this and to think this, that being is; for it is possible 
to be, while nothing is not possible". It is necessary to say and to think 
that which is, seeing that only being 1s possible, and it would therefore be 
impossible to say or think what is not; and this is a perfectly coherent 
sequence of reasoning. The fact that y&p introduces a consequence or 
explanation is less consonant with thesis (1): namely, “It is necessary 
that saying and thinking are being; for it is possible to be, while nothing 
is not possible”. That is, it is necessary that saying and thinking should 
be being, seeing that, since only being is possible, it would be impossible 
to say and think otherwise. Such a sequence is both entirely obvious— 
it denies that saying and thinking could consist of nothing—but also 


? See for instance C. Kahn (1968-69), pp. 721-22: “Cognition and statement must 
be what-is”. Before this, H. Diels (1897), p. 35, translated as follows: “Das Sagen und 
Denken muf ein Seiendes sein". But note that Diels’s Vorsokratiker, from the 4th edition 
onwards, gave the following translation: “Dies ist nötig zu sagen und denken, daß nur 
das Seiendes existiert". 

10 For a discussion and defence of this choice, see D. O'Brien in P. Aubenque (ed.), 
vol. 1, pp. 24—27 and 209-12. 
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obscure, because it is hard to see in what sense saying and thinking are 
or coincide with being. 
Let's turn now to fr. 8, 34-36 DK: 


tavtov 8’ oti voeiv TE Kai OÙVEKEV £ott vónua- 
OÙ yàp &vEv TOD ÉOVTOG Ev D nepatiouévov &ottv, 
EDPAOELG TO voetv. 


These lines present us with an analogous pair of alternative translations. 
The first is: “It is the same thing thinking and that for which thinking is: 
for without being, in which it is expressed, you will not find thinking”. 
Here, since we attribute to oUvexev either a final (= tò od évexa), or 
a causal value (= où évexa), we have, again, a repetition of thesis (1). 
Thinking in this case would coincide with that in virtue of which (in view 
of which or because of which) it can be—and that is, once again, being." 
The second translation is: “It is the same thing thinking and thinking 
that is: for without being, in which it is expressed, you will not find 
thinking". Here we ascribe to obvexev a declarative value (= dt), and 
we have thus a confirmation of thesis (2), since we don’t identify thinking 
with being, but consider it as a vonua which thinks “that is"—that is 
to say, as a thought of something that is. Both translations lead to 
the conclusion that thinking would be impossible without being, to the 
extent that, if thinking is always about or of something that is, it will be 
being that guarantees and permits thought to be expressed." 

Let us now harmonize this with what I have said above about translat- 
ing fr. 6, 1 DK. I then hold that thesis (1), asserting the identity of thinking 
and being, seems to be formulated fully only by Plotinus and in the later 


1! See for instance C. Kahn (1968-69), pp. 721-722 (“Knowing and the goal of 
knowledge are the same...”); A.P.D. Mourelatos ad loc; W. Leszl, p. 309 and note 39. 
Earlier, John Burnet’s translation was: “The thing that can be thought and that for the 
sake of which the thought exists 1s the same”. L. Taran, pp. 120-23, denies that we can 
attribute to oovekev a final or a causal value, and argues in favour of its equivalence, 
justified by Homeric usage, with the declarative ótt. See note 12. 

? This translation is defended by G. Calogero, p. 11. A critical examination by 
O’Brien of the alternative translations can be found in P. Aubenque (ed.), vol. 1, pp. 
40, 57-58 and 227-29. 

5 The problem of translating the relative proposition v à megaticpévov is diffi- 
cult, and I can't discuss it here. See G. Calogero, pp. 6-7, L. Taran, pp. 123-28 and 
D. O’Brien in P. Aubenque (ed.), vol. 1, pp. 54-55. I suggest a strongly realist inter- 
pretation of Parmenides's conception of thinking, according to which thinking consists 
in retracing the object it has as its content, which must therefore be an object that is, 
and is expressed in it. 
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Neoplatonism (see notes 3 and 5). Plato and Aristotle, however, adhere 
to a version, albeit a radical one, of thesis (2), the correspondence thesis 
(see note 8). It seems to me unlikely, because seriously anachronistic, to 
ascribe to Parmenides a thesis that 1s certainly Plotinian or even more 
radical than the Plotinian one (more radical if we were to follow fr. 6, 1 
DK, and extend the identity of thinking and being to an identity with 
saying as well, thus committing ourselves to a philosophical muddle that 
is, in my view, frankly paradoxical). I am therefore going to take it that 
the Parmenidean fragments purvey a version of the correspondence thesis 
of the relation between thinking and being. That is why, in the case of fr. 
3 DK, I reject the traditional (Plotinian) translation which I have been 
discussing so far, and consider the two infinitives voetv and eivo not 
as subjects, but as complements of the syntagma tò adto ...éotiv. This 
introduces a nuance in the verse, which I therefore translate as follows: 


..for it is the same thing for thinking and for being.'* 


If it is one and the same object that constitutes the content of thinking, 
and that is, then the content of thinking is an object that is. For on the 
one hand, thinking needs as its content an object that is—only such an 
object 1s thinkable—while on the other hand, and correspondingly, it 1s 
not possible to think of what is not.” Here, then, is a first conclusion: 


# This translation is not too dissimilar to the one expounded and defended by 
D. O’Brien in P. Aubenque (ed.), vol. 1, pp. 19-20, 153-54 and 209-12 (which I recom- 
mend for a more ample elucidation): *For there is the same thing for being thought 
and for being." Somewhat analogous translations in their general lines, though pro- 
ceeding from different exegetical motives, are to be found in J. Burnet, p. 173, F.M. 
Cornford, p. 34, G.S. Kirk and J.E. Raven, p. 269, L. Taran, pp. 41-44, and A.P.D. 
Mourelatos, p. 75, note 4 (that is why A.A. Long, pp. 133-34, and C. Robbiano, p. 58, 
speak of an ‘Anglo-American’ interpretation of Parmenides’s fr. 3 DK). An alternative 
choice, very unlikely i in my view, requires the insertion of other words—for example 
G. Calogero, p. 19: tò yàp abtd voetv éotiv te Kai 6000 voets qoo eiva (“La stessa 
cosa è infatti pensare e dire che ciò che si pensa è”). 

5 W., Leszl, p. 307, note 36, agrees with the substance of this interpretation, but 
contests the translation just given for grammatical reasons—because in his view it would 
require the aorist vofjoot, as it is found in fr. 2,2 DK. He also contests it because he 
actually holds that the fragment implies what Plotinus wanted: an identity of thinking 
with being, albeit in the objective and realist sense that thinking is reducible to being. 
In accordance with this interpretation, C. Kahn (1968-69) considers voetv (rendered 

s "knowing") to be necessarily coincident with being—because, as he writes on 
p. 722, “either knowledge and true speech are Being or they are nothing at all”. But 
against this, the complementary use of the present (voetv) is in fact possible in Greek, 
as D. O'Brien has shown in P. Aubenque (ed.), vol. 1, pp. 19-20. Furthermore, if we 
defended the traditional (Plotinian) translation, as do Leszl and Kahn, we would be 
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thinking is not being. Whatever may be the sense of this relation of 
identity (or of absence of identity) between the two terms, thinking is 
a logical or broadly cognitive attitude, which is adopted by a thinking 
subject, and which is necessarily related to something that is. In this 
case, the problem is that of understanding the type of attitude or 
disposition involved in thinking, and the nature and status of the being 
of the objects that thinking takes as its content—the problem, in other 
words, of what kind of epistemology and ontology we should attribute 
to Parmenides. 

The verbs voetv and eivo1 have many senses in Greek, just as the 
corresponding verbs “to think” and “to be” have in modern languages, 
though not necessarily the same in all. For instance, we can talk in Eng- 
lish about “thinking” of the beauty ofa shape, whose features we discern 
intuitively. We can talk about “thinking” of the number 3, thus bringing 
into play a process of conceptual abstraction based upon the data of 
experience. Again, there can be “thinking” ofa squared circle, mentally 
producing this concept even though it is contradictory. Finally, I can 
“think” of a centaur, referring thus to the faculty of imagination, or of 
my first love, referring now to a process of recognition by memory of 
experiential and emotive data. Similarly, it is possible to say that beauty 


ces 99 


as such, the universal beauty, “is”; that the number 3 “is” in the manner 
of mathematical objects; that a squared circle “is” in the manner of a 
mental entity, even if it has no objective reference and is contradictory; 
that a centaur “is” in the manner of a mental image; or, finally, that my 
first love “is” as an experiential given preserved in the memory. Many 
other and various instances can be brought into play to exemplify the 
broad range of meanings evoked by the verbs voetv and eivox and the 
corresponding terms in modern languages. We could therefore devise, 
on different levels, a more or less broad and systematic theory of think- 
ing and of the things that are (to be thought), with their implications, 
mechanisms and processes. Hence, if we are to grasp the exact nature 
of Parmenides’s conception, we must pinpoint the sense of these verbs 


in the fragments of his poem. I will start with voetv. 


forced to concede the thesis that thinking (or knowing) is identical with being. This was 
held by Plotinus, but not, in my view, by Parmenides (nor by Plato nor by Aristotle). 
To me it seems necessary to distinguish between the identity of thinking and being and 
the correspondence between thinking and being. The latter was the thesis of Parmenides 
(and also of Plato and Aristotle), the former the thesis of Plotinus only. 
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The interpretative schema required in this context is still the one 
outlined in some celebrated articles by Kurt Von Fritz.'^ According 
to Von Fritz, in the Homeric poems the verb vogtv properly means 
“to realise" or “to understand” a situation, “to recognise" something 
or someone. It indicates, therefore, a form of non-sensible perception, 
or a form of perception that 1s able to supersede the operative unity of 
the senses. It designates a receptive function which is endowed with a 
capacity superior to that of the senses, for it enables us to grasp an es- 
sential feature of an object or situation, and to distinguish this from its 
secondary properties. It is a function that differs from sensation because 
it seems able to prescind from the immediate and persistent presence of 
its object or content. Even in Xenophanes, voetv is closely connected 
with the senses—although it is distinct from them—in a series of capaci- 
ties or powers that Xenophanes attributes to the god, who can “see”, 
“hear”, and also voeîv (fr. 24 DK)." In Parmenides, however, there 
is a significant development of the concept of vóoç, because it often 
makes its appearance in connection with the ability to grasp truth, to 
distinguish truth from error, so that it involves abstract or even intuitive 
attitudes, which go beyond the simple recognition of a concrete condi- 
tion or situation. 

This conception of vóog evolves bit by bit in pre-Platonic thought in 
the direction of an intellectualism that is progressively more radical, and 
Parmenides is, according to von Fritz, an important stage in this devel- 
opment, though it comes to completion only with Plato and Aristotle.'? 
These two develop an articulate noetics based upon the assumption that 
there is a strict correspondence between the level of knowledge—sensi- 
ble or intelligible—and the kind of object—sensible or intelligible—that 
belongs to each level, although they also preserve a noteworthy analogy 
between voetv and aio8dveo8o1, because both of these verbs make ref- 
erence to a procedure that presupposes a contact with their respective 
objects: a sensible contact through the organs of sense, or an intelligible 
contact through the intellectual soul.'? 


15 See K. von Fritz (1943, 1945 and 1946). See also B. Snell, J.H. Lesher (1981, 
1994 and 1999), and J. Mansfeld. My own reconstruction relies also on W. Leszl, pp. 
298-300. 

17 See on this fragment F. Aronadio (2005, pp. 1-25). 

18 J.H. Lesher (1981) rejects the view that there is a progressive evolution in the 
meaning of véog-voetv. He claims that there is already, in Homeric and pre-Platonic 
literature, a clear distinction between an intellectual form of knowledge and sense 
perception. As I hope to have shown here, I do not share this opinion. 

19 See F. Fronterotta (2001), pp. 66-79, particularly with regard to Plato. 
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In this exegetical picture, Parmenides would be placed halfway on 
the route leading to a specialized sense of voetv as a purely intellectual 
perception, a form of direct and immediate knowledge which intuitively 
grasps certain non-sensible objects. Seen in this perspective, a basic text 
would be Parmenides's fr. 4 DK, in which he could be said to have 
taken a decisive step towards attributing to vóog a capacity for intel- 
lectual abstraction. This fragment, cited by (among others) Clement of 
Alexandria (Stromateis, V, 11,15.5 [IT 335.25-28 Stahlin]) and Damascius 
(De Primis Principis, 34 |I 67.23 Ruelle]) is as follows: 


Aedooe 8’ SuMs åreóvta vow napeóvta DeBotac. 
od yàp &rotunEer to dv 100 £Óvtoc ÉyecÜon, 
OÙTE okióvópevov TAVTN TAVTMS KATH KOGHLOV 
OÙTE ovviotéuevov. 


...fix the gaze upon «these things>,* though?! absent, as firmly present 
to thinking,” for it won't interrupt? the continuity of being? 

neither dispersed everywhere and from every part? in the world, 

nor concentrated in itself? 


20 Tt is difficult to know whether the two neuter &neóvta and napedvta refer to a 


subject previously mentioned, or whether, even without the article, they should be 
taken as substantivized (as if they were tà àneóvta and tà napeóvta: “fix the gaze upon 
absent things..."). As can be seen, I choose the first of these possibilities. 

2! Guoc, to which I attribute a concessive value. See D. O’Brien in P. Aubenque 
(ed.), vol. 1, p. 21. 

2 To me it does not seem appropriate to translate the substantive vóog as ‘intel- 
lect’, ‘intelligence’ or even ‘mind’, although these translations are often used. Any such 
translation compels us to presuppose the attribution to Parmenides of a particularly 
developed concept of the thinking subject and of its functioning modality. I am con- 
fining myself to thinking of vóog as a substantivization of voetv, and of voetv as the 
faculty which consists precisely in the act of thinking. 

233 ànotuńķe (the third person singular of the future active indicative) is the term 
given by Clement of Alexandria. Damascius gives ärotuñoet (second person of the 
future middle indicative: “you will not interrupt. .."). 

?* tò òv 100 éovroc ÉyeoÜon, literally: “(it won't interrupt) the fact that being is 
attached to being". 

23 Or “everywhere and in every way" (n&vtn nóvvoc). 

25 There are two possible translations of lines 3-4, depending on whether the two 
participles ox16véevov and ovviotépevov are taken to be passive or active. (1) If taken 
as passive—as I do here—they refer to 16 é6v, and mean that thinking does not interrupt 
the continuity of being, neither when being is dispersed nor when being is concentrated 
in itself (or, taking the two participles as hypothetical, neither if being is dispersed nor 
if being 1s concentrated in itself). (2) If taken as active, they mean that thinking does 
not interrupt the continuity of being, neither dispersing it nor concentrating it in itself 
(making vóoc the subject of the two neuter participles, but this seems impossible to me), 
or, alternately, that thinking does not interrupt the continuity of being, which for its 
part neither disperses itself nor concentrates it in itself (making thus tò &óv the subject 
of the two neuter participles). See on this issue L. Tarán, pp. 48—50. 
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It is clear that for my purposes the construction we put on line | is of 
crucial importance, and, in particular, how we are to understand the 
dative vow. I construe as follows: Aetooe <tatbta>,”’ à’ sums &neóvta, 
BeBaiws napedvta vow, thus connecting the dative vo@ to the preposi- 
tion nape (of the verb n&p-eiut), and giving to it a locative sense; quite a 
different construction would be: Aetooe vow ©’ Gums &neóvto, BeBaiws 
moapeovta, thus understanding the dative vóg, referred to the imperative 
A£000€, to have an instrumental value.?? 

The main reason for choosing this construction isn’t grammatical or 
syntactical, but philosophical. The four lines of fr. 4 DK do not point to 
the formulation of an articulated doctrine of voog, nor to an epistemol- 
ogy that culminates in a form of noetic knowledge. For the reference 
in line 1 to the function of vóog remains quite ambiguous, unless it is 
explained in the subsequent lines. It is not by chance that these lines 
are introduced by the word yap, which in fact indicates their explana- 
tory character. If we take vóog as the subject of &xotpnéet in line 2, we 
encounter again the established connection between voetv and eivoa 


7 Tt would be tempting to understand here not taxa (see note 20), but tà óvta. 
If this were the case, the translation would be, “Fix the gaze upon the things that are, 
though absent, as firmly present to thinking". This would stress the connection with 
what follows—“for it (i.e. thinking) won't interrupt the continuity of being"—and 
would clarify that the objects present to thinking (as in line 1), the objects that thinking 
takes on as its proper content (as in line 2), are always tà &óvta,, or TO Ev TOD é6vtos 
éyeo8a1, things which are continuously, solidly, together. 

?* In this case the line would evoke the idea of a sort of intellectual knowledge, 
distinct from sensible perception. The intellect would enable us to see things that are 
absent and so invisible. This would be a Parmenidean version of Plato and Aristotle’s 
onto-epistemological distinction, according to which the senses perceive sensible objects 
that are materially present to them, and the intellect grasps intelligible objects that are 
materially absent and not perceptible by the senses. Everything suggests that this was 
what Clement of Alexandria had in mind when he referred to fr. 4, 1-4. He introduces 
it with the words: “But Parmenides too, alluding enigmatically in his poem to hope, 
says things of this kind...(Clement cites here fr. 4), because someone who hopes, like 
one who believes, sees by his intellect intelligible realities and future events. If then we say 
that justice is something, and say also that beauty is something, we are certainly saying that 
truth is something also. Yet, we have seen nothing of this sort with our eyes, but only with 
our intellect’. We find the same approach in J. Burnet, p. 173, K. Reinhardt, p. 49, 
G. Calogero, p. 27, W. Leszl, p. 300 and note 30, and G. Casertano, p. 19. My own 
construction and translation are the same as those defended by L. Taran, pp. 45-46, 
D. Gallop, p. 57, and D. O’Brien in P. Aubenque (ed.), vol. 1, p. 21. I do not see 
how it 1s possible to accept the translation suggested by C. Robbiano, p. 130: *Look 
likewise at absent things, with your mind, and at present things, steadily". Nothing 
in the Greek phrase functions as a conjunctive (^... at absent things...and at present 
things..."), nor is it possible to understand in this case why you ought to look at pres- 
ent things “with your mind" and not simply with your eyes. 
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(= tò €0v), which guarantees and preserves the solidarity of things that 
“are”. Then vóog necessarily returns to being, to the things that are, 
taking them as its content without violating their order and disposition. 
Thinking thinks the things that are and perceives them as present to it- 
self, and this implies, I would argue, a connection between thinking and 
being, for (see yàp in line 2) thinking does not think by fragmenting and 
separating, but by preserving the continuity of being, without modifying 
being's condition of being extended everywhere, or gathered into itself. 

When interpreted in this way, fr. 4 DK confirms the strict connection 
between thinking and being that was already affirmed in frr. 3, 6, 1 and 
8, 34-36 DK. But it touches upon a new aspect, or rather it expresses it 
in a new way: if it is possible to think only of what is, it is necessary that 
the things that are thought are present to the voog and given to it. For if 
they remained absent to the voog and were not given to it, voetv would 
be of nothing, something already declared to be impossible. 

In short, it seems to me that line 1 does not have the goal of explain- 
ing how, with the mind or through the mind (vôo), it is possible to make 
present to us things that are materially absent, for instance non-sensible 
or intelligible realities. Instead, this line has the goal of exhorting us 
to consider (Aedooe) all the things that are, even if they are materially 
absent, as firmly present to thinking or for thinking. For if it were not the 
case, thinking would not be possible, neither in the dispersion nor in 
the concentration of being. The exact point made by this line about the 
continuity of being—which vóog does not interrupt, rather remaining 
in solidarity with it—is that it is necessary that vóog should always have 
being present to itself (vom). It also and in the same breath explains 
the need for a capacity or attitude to make present to oneself things 
that are absent. This point, according to von Fritz, is the step taken by 
Parmenides along the path leading gradually to a more abstract and 
specialized conception of voeiv. 

None of this, in my view, entitles us to ascribe to Parmenides the 
Platonic-Aristotelian distinction between the sensible perception of ma- 
terial objects (through the senses) and the intellectual grasp of intelli- 
gible objects (through the intellect). We do not find in Parmenides (1) 
the indispensable point that the ability to make absent things present 
to thinking 1s itself a purely intellectual ability which, therefore, per- 
tains to an epistemological organ or subject—a soul or a mind or an 
intellect—distinct from the senses. Nor do we find in Parmenides (2) a 
declaration that this ability, whatever its nature, has to do with intel- 
ligible objects which constitute the sole content of vóog (arriving, thus, 
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at a clear separation between thinking and sensation). Instead it seems 
that it 1s the same objects, and not objects that are different or have a 
different ontological status, which even if or when they are absent (6uwç 
àneóvta) come to be present to thinking (vó nmapeovta).”° 

After this examination of fr. 4 DK, I conclude by ranging the main 
interpretations of Parmenides's epistemology and ontology. 

(1) If, despite the perplexities I have drawn attention to, one under- 
stands voetv as a form of purely intellectual knowledge, in which there is 
an immediate and intuitive apprehension that prescinds from the senses 
in grasping the real essence of its objects, the eivot which is the content 
of this voetv must indicate the real existence of what is beyond sensible 
appearances—what truly “is” at the highest level. This interpretation of 
Parmenides, clearly formulated by Plotinus, presupposes a characteris- 
tic ontological topic, amply exploited by Plato, which signifies the birth 
of classical metaphysics. It involves the presence of a purely intellectual 
faculty in the soul, which, exclusively in touch with its intelligible ob- 
jects, requires their existence, because it depends upon their existence. 
Many commentators, at least since and under the influence of Hegel, 
are disposed to accept this compelling view. 

(2) If voetv expresses our capacity for discursive reasoning, an inclina- 
tion to conceptualization through language, the term eivou, which rep- 
resents the necessary content of voetv, will refer in the first place to the 
functions of the copula. For “thinking” ultimately makes itself concrete 
by articulating propositions, whose truth depends upon the connection 
between subject and predicate depending on the “is” of the copula.” 
With a slight adjustment, this can become (2a), when voetv is the ability 
to produce a true proposition: to this ability there corresponds a sense of 
the term “being” as the truth of a proposition's content. To think will 
then signify to know what is true, and from this will follow the impossibil- 
ity of thinking what is not, i.e. what is not true.?! 


? See on this conclusion J. Mansfeld, p. 343. 

3° We are dealing here with what can be called the analytic interpretation defended 
by G.E.L. Owen, but radically criticized by D. O’Brien in P. Aubenque (ed.), vol. 1, pp. 
187-206. Before Owen, G. Calogero had already suggested that eivo in Parmenides has 
a purely copulative function, thus aligning his thought with linguistic analysis. Calogero, 
p. 17, also spoke of “Vontologizzazione di ciò che egli (Parmenide) ha scoperto come 
universale entita logico-verbale". See also A.P.D. Mourelatos, pp. 48-71. 

5! Of course, I am referring here, though with drastic simplification, to the inter- 
pretation proposed by C. Kahn (1968-1969, 1969 and 1988). 
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(3) If voetv in Parmenides is taken to preserve something of the wide 
range of senses catalogued by von Fritz in the language of epic and in 
pre-Platonic philosophical literature, it will refer to a form of immediate 
perception which, even though it is not markedly disconnected from 
sense activity, goes none the less beyond the senses and beyond their op- 
erative unity. This will be the case at least in so far as voeiv succeeds in 
grasping all the things that exist—even if or when absent—as things 
present to oneself, without any modification of their condition and sta- 
tus. I can for example see the starry sky, hear the soughing of the wind, 
feel its warmth and eventually sense its fragrance, just as I can taste the 
raindrops. These single perceptions, or their unity with one another, are 
for me the image of a rainy night. But it is not just the sum of percep- 
tions like these that furnish me with the idea of a universe as a totality of 
skies, stars, atmosphere, and the phenomena that it embodies, for it 1s 
necessary for me to have the ability to generalise from the data of expe- 
rience. Even without transcending the realm of the sensible, this ability 
provides an abstract representation, or to be precise, a general represen- 
tation: vo&tv, in this perspective, “generalises” the data of experience.? 

To the extent that the totality of the universe, or the atmosphere, is 
not an intelligible reality, its eivo.1 will simply be the presence to vóog 
of what is immediately given to it. This sense of iva. must be distin- 
guished from the being of the copula, for it implies the real existence 
of something that actually is. It must also be distinguished from the 
metaphysical being which connotes intelligible objects, for it has to do 
with the ordinary existence of something of which we simply say that “it 
1s"—the existence, thus, of the objects of everyday experience. Here, it 
seems to me, we are dealing with the minimal requirement for a real- 
ist epistemology. For such an epistemology, in order to think or con- 
ceive something, there must be something that is given to thinking to be 
thought about and conceived of. With this, we have not yet taken the 
step towards a distinction of thinking from sense perception, nor, in the 


* One might reflect here upon the interesting parallel found in Casati and Varzi, 
p. 194: *Consideriamo per un momento le astrazioni, che sono curiosi oggetti percet- 
tivi. Non tutti gli oggetti astratti sono percepibili, e se noi percepiamo in generale delle 
astrazioni non le percepiamo direttamente, ma solo attraverso la percezione di qualche 
oggetto o entità materiale (che le rappresent o con cui esse potrebbero essere colocaliz- 
zate). Quindi percepiamo il Polo Nord percependo, diciamo, una porzione di ghiaccio 
situata al Polo Nord..." 
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context of the onuata of being in fr. 8 DK, a step leading to a separa- 
tion between the objects of sense and the objects of thought. 

It should be clear that I myself am persuaded by interpretation (3). If 
Parmenides had meant (1) or (2), we should expect him to have justified 
it or even stated it explicitly. Furthermore, interpretation (3) is more 
consistent with the convincing schema outlined by von Fritz. Finally, it 
is an interpretation which seems to me the most trustworthy and plausi- 
ble from the historical and philosophical points of view, for it recognises 
Parmenides as the pre-Platonic thinker that in fact he was, a thinker 
who did not engage in reflection upon intelligible objects (nor upon be- 
ing nor the one in themselves), but xepi pdoews, even if he moved his 
analysis from the knowledge of @botg as such to the onto-epistemologi- 
cal conditions of its knowability.?? 
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THE STRUCTURE OF THE EYE AND ITS COSMOLOGICAL 


FUNCTION IN EMPEDOCLES: 
RECONSTRUCTION OF FRAGMENT 984 D.-K.* 


Marwan Rashed 
(Ecole Normale Supérieure, Paris) 


What potions have I drunk of Siren tears? 


Let us begin with a partial translation of Fragment 84 of Empedocles,’ 
leaving the three lines with which this discussion is particularly con- 
cerned (ll. 7-9) in Greek, as they appear in Diels (1922). On the reading 
of line 7 all the manuscripts are virtually unanimous. I indicate in the 
apparatus the variants offered in line 8. I shall deal in due course with 
the text and the location of line 9. 


10 


Just as when someone, before taking to the road, constructs a lamp 
for himself, 

A flame of gleaming fire in a stormy night, 

Fitting, as protection against all winds, lantern casings 

That scatter the breath of the buffeting winds, 

While the light, finer as it is, leaping through to the outside, 
Shines on the threshold with its unimpaired beams, 

Ws OË TÔT’ èv unvryEw éepyuévov oyoytov np 

Aentfjwtv T ó8óvniot AoyóGexo KOKAOTA xobpnv 

<at> xoávniow Siavta tetpnato Ogoneotnuiv 

Which keep in check the depth of water flowing round about them 
While they allow the fire, finer as it 1s, to pass through to the outside. 


Aentiiow T’ coni. Diels metri causa Aentiow vulg. Aentfjtow y’ rec. 
Aentijo’ eiv coni. Panzerbieter | | ó8óvno1 LSU x0ovinot EMY xoóvnow 
P || AoyaCeto EMY éxebato SU (éyetoto L) P Alexander Aoxedoato 
coni. Forster 


* [t gives me great pleasure to offer this attempted reconstruction of fragment 84 
D.-K. to Denis O’Brien who in the last fifty years has done more than anyone to further 
the study of Empedocles’ philosophy. I should also like to thank Jean-Claude Picot for 
his expert help at every stage of the production of this article, Monique Trédé for her 
advice on Aristophanes and Christopher Strachan for this elegant rendering of my 
contribution into English. 

' Aristotle, De Sensu 2, 437b 26—-438a 3. 
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1. A Linguistic Dilemma 


The three textual difficulties that afflict line 8° as it has come down 
to us are further compounded by the double sense inherent in the 
Greek word Kkodpn which signifies both girl and the functional part of the 
eye (pupil?). 

There is general agreement in identifying Love as the cause of the 
production of eyes. But that does not necessarily mean that Love is the 
subject of the main verb (line 8). If Love is understood as the gram- 
matical subject, there turns out to be one accusative too many. If the 
subject is not Love, it can only be the fire mentioned in line 7, but 
in that case the comparison 1s not symmetrical: while in the comparans 
'someone' (tic) was responsible for handling the fire, in the comparandum 
the fire itself would become the active principle. Whichever approach 
is chosen leads to considerable difficulties and no two translators render 
the fragment in the same way. This diaphónia is a good indication that 
the text we have is fundamentally flawed. 

Let us dwell a moment more on the question of the subject of 
the verb. If it is mp (line 7), depending on the manuscript variants, 
the fire ‘ambushes’ (Aoy&Geto) or ‘places in ambush’ (Aoy&£eto) or 
‘embeds’ (LoyüGeto) or ‘poured’ (éyevato) the koré, or even ‘begot her 
(Aoxevoato), according to Forster’s conjecture. The two transmitted 
readings are opaque, especially when applied to the construction of the 
lantern, besides endowing fire with extravagant powers; Forster’s emen- 
dation (‘beget’ as an all-purpose verb meaning ‘make’) is insipid. 

The alternative is to suppose that the subject of the verb is not fire 
but Love. This is the brilliantly simple suggestion offered by Burnet,’ a 
solution that has won the support of a good number of interpreters: 
Aphrodite (understood) is taken to be the subject of the verb, with 
KbdKAona Kovpny placed in apposition to the direct object, @ybytov np. 

There is still the matter of determining what the verb is. We can 
immediately rule out the conjecture Aoyevoato. This in effect involves 
supposing that Love gives birth to fire, whereas giving birth to elements 


? Viz.: -1) The doubt as to the subject of the verb. —2) The two variant forms of the 
verb preserved by the tradition: AoyóGeto, imperfect middle of a virtually unattested 
verb AoxóGouoa, meaning ‘ambush’, perhaps ‘embed? (or even, as François Piel has sug- 
gested to me, place in ambush) and éxeboto, aorist middle of xéo, ‘pour’ ; Forster 1939 
conjectured Aoyedoato, aorist middle of Aoyeóo, ‘beget’ or ‘give birth to’. -3) The 
metrical fault in the first hemistich. 

* Cf. Burnet 1892, pp. 232-233. 
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is not one of Aphrodite's functions. With AoyóGeto or éxedato, the 
text 1s, on the face of it, quite satisfactory, which explains why scholars 
have often left things at that. Love places in ambush, or embeds, or poured 
fire into some fabrics, 1e. buries the fire as deeply as possible in the 
apparatus of the eye. The impossibility of this reading is due to the 
apposition of xoopnv. Fire, in Empedocles, is Zeus, and so cannot be 
defined by a term whose principal sense is ‘girl’. Furthermore, it is very 
far from probable that confusion should arise between the structure of 
the eye as a whole and its fiery constituent. 

In the face of these difficulties, certain translators have found their 
solutions by resorting to acrobatics. D. Sedley inverts the appositional 
relationship; H. Diels and J.I. Beare, the latter followed by J. Bollack, 
concentrate on the sense of the main verb; and, finally, C. Gallavotti 
plays with the participle in line 7. 

Sedley translates as follows: ‘so at that time did she bring to birth the 
round-faced eye, primeval fire wrapped in membranes and in delicate 
garments"? Now it is not fire that Love gives birth to but the complex 
structure of the eye of which fire is only one of the components. In 
any case, this rendering ignores the rule of apposition which dictates 
that the Greek word order must always be followed (A, B # B, A), and 
masks the violence done to the Greek genders because the English 
language lacks visible gender distinctions. 

Diels inserts a local preposition not present in the Greek text (hinter):° 
‘so barg sich das urewige Feuer damals (bei der Bildung des Auges) hinter 
der runden Pupille in Haute und dünne Gewänder eingeschlossen’. 

Beare’s translation retains the Greek construction as it is, but takes 
the verb Aoy&Geto in the sense of ‘embeds’ rather than ‘ambushes’: 
‘thus then did Nature embed the primordial fire pent within the coat- 
ings of the eye, videlicet the round pupil, in its delicate tissues’.’ His 
recourse to such a pedantic turn of phrase as the Latin videlicet only 
serves to underline the impossibility of a poetic apposition of the second 
accusative to the first. 


* Cf. infra, notes 6 and 7. 

? Sedley 1992, p. 21. 

ê But he was not the first to do this. Cf. Sturz 1805, p. 620 («...ad accusativos 
KbKAona xoopnv supplenda est praepositio àv&») and Karsten 1838, p. 131 (^... in pu- 
pillari orbe’). 

7 Beare 1906, p. 16. 
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Bollack borrows from Beare the idea that Aoy&Ceto has to do with 
embedding and not ambushing, but avoids the videlicet by splitting the 
main verb in two and speaking of flame ( flamme, feminine in French) 
rather than fire (feu, masculine); the second accusative is, according 
to him, used predicatively (to express the result of the action) and not 
appositionally, allowing us to translate as follows:? 


Ainsi la flamme antique, qu'(Aphrodite) avait serrée dans les membranes 
Lui dressant un lit de linges délicats, elle en faisait la fillette à Pæil rond. 


Bollack does not adduce a single parallel for splitting the verb AoyóGeto 
in this way. Empedocles would thus be expecting his reader to interpret 
an apposition as if it were a result. This approach, however, depends 
on a preconception dictated by the presumed sense of the passage and 
not a linguistic fact. 

Gallavotti, lastly, construes the participle as if it were a finite verb:° 


cosi allora era stata serrata nelle membrane la primordiale fiamma, 
e con morbidi lini Afrodite avviluppo la rotonda pupilla... 


We shall have occasion to return to Gallavotti’s interpretation, which 
is, as we shall see, noteworthy. For the time being it will be enough to 
point out two weaknesses in it: first of all, and this 1s the most powerful 
objection, the lack of any parallel for such a construction.'? Secondly, 
the shift from ambush to envelopment. 


2. Fragment 87 


If all these attempts end in failure, the reason must be that the passage 
is more seriously corrupt than has been thought. An acceptable solution 
must satisfy the following three requirements: 


— the subject of the verb must be Aphrodite and not fire; 
— KdKAona xobpnv must not be understood as in apposition to oyoytov 
TOP; 


* Bollack 1965-1968, p. 134. 

? Gallavotti 1976, pp. 26-27. 

10 Gallavotti's assurance, p. 208, n. 7, that ‘il participio ha funzione di modo finito 
(piuccheperfetto)' is to no avail unless he can provide us with a parallel. Burnet 1892, pp. 
231—232, appears to posit something similar. 
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— whatever reading is preferred for the verb, koopnv must not be 
interpreted as a predicate of the direct object np; 


An attempt might be made to improve the lines. The trouble is that they 
are so packed with meaning—each word is chosen with consummate 
skill, all are rare, several are virtually hapax legomena —that it is very hard 
to see how even the smallest change would not do irreparable dam- 
age. Might it then be possible to satisfy our requirements by inserting 
a line between lines 7 and 8? Surprising as it may seem, this very line 
actually exists in the guise of fr. 87: youU@otg &okfoaoco kotoctópyotg 
*Appoôttn, having fitted with pegs of love, Aphrodite. The line is made up 
of a transitive aorist active participle (àoxrjoaoo) accompanied by the 
name of the agent concerned (’Agpoditn) and an instrumental dative 
(yOu@ots... kKataotOpyotg).'’ It is, like the missing piece of a puzzle, 
perfectly shaped to fit the outlines of ll. 7 and 8. Line 7, as we have 
seen, contains an accusative, oyoyiv np, that is extremely difficult 
for us to link to the verb in line 8. The participle àokoaoc supplies 
a transitive form that removes the difficulty. As it was, Aphrodite was 
understood as the agent responsible for the activities described in lines 
7—8; she is now the duly expressed grammatical subject. On this recon- 
struction, both the comparans and the comparandum now occupy six lines 
each, lending emphasis to the perfection of the analogy. 

If we adopt Diels’ correction of the hemistich (Aentfitoi T? 086v), 
Aphrodite can be pictured equipping the fire with ‘pegs of love and filmy 
veils’. This, however, entails enjambment, whereas a single Empedoclean 
line practically always forms a unit of sense in itself. Again, only Pan- 
zerbieter's emendation (Aentfjo' siv ó06vno1) allows a construction that 
associates the typically feminine, ‘filmy veils’ with xoópnv.'? Moreover, 
the error is all the easier to explain palaeographically if we suppose it 
to have occurred in a majuscule exemplar in scriptio continua: Xenvnoew 
read as one word instead of two would have become Aertnioiv by the 
omission of one of the pair of uncials oe. For these two reasons, one 
stylistic, the other palaeographic, Panzerbieter's conjecture is undoubt- 
edly better than that of Diels. 

It is, in addition, virtually certain that fr. 87 belonged to a set of lines 
dealing with the structure of the eye: Simplicius, who quotes the line, 


! For a similar construction, see //. X 438 and, in Empedocles himself, fr. 61, line 4. 
12 Of Panzerbieter 1844, pp. 34-35. 
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tells us that Empedocles was discoursing nepi yevéoems TOV 6pOaAu&v, 
‘on the generation of eyes’ (In de caelo, 529. 21).% It will perhaps seem 
odd that he extracts from our passage only this one line, incomprehen- 
sible as it stands. The reason is, as we shall see, that his sole purpose 
is to illustrate that Love 1s involved in the production of bodily parts. 
Consequently he has picked out the only line from the passage in which 
Aphrodite is mentioned by name." 

Simplicius’ narrowing of the context enables us to establish the 
position of fr. 84 in Empedocles’ poem with some confidence. For, in 
order to illustrate the róle of Love in a world where Strife is active, 
Simplicius, Jn de caelo 528. 3—530. 26, cites lines of Empedocles describ- 
ing the beginning of the reign of Love (these constitute the meat of 
what is now fr. 35), then continues:? 


But also, speaking of the generation of the eyes of these corporeal enti- 
ties, he continued: 
From which ingredients divine Aphrodite fashioned indestructible eyes [fr. 86] 
And a little further down: 
Having fitted with pegs of love, Aphrodite [fr. 87] 
And stating the reason that some see better by day, others by night: 
When, he says, they were first brought into being at the hands of Cypris [fr. 95] 


The verb with which Simplicius introduces fr. 86 (‘he continued’, 
énńyayev) is evidence for placing fr. 86 shortly after fr. 35. As fr. 87 is 
said by Simplicius itself to occur ‘a little later’ (uet’ oAtyov) than fr. 86, 
it can be deduced that fr. 87 belonged somewhere near the beginning 
of the account of the re-establishment of the ascendancy of Love. 
The same will be true of fr. 84, if the reconstruction proposed here 
is accepted. 


'S Tt should be added that the suggestion that the single line that constitutes fr. 87 
originally formed part of the set known as fr. 84 has already been put forward by 
C. Gallavotti. But he inserts fr. 87 after line 8. Though not in itself illogical, the insertion 
of the line at this point in no way helps to resolve the grammatical problems posed by 
the placing of line 8 immediately after line 7. 

14 On the other hand, the loss of the line from the text of Aristotle’s De sensu appears 
to be ancient: it explains Alexander’s predicament in that he fails to comment on line 7, 
and treats line 8 as if it were independent. ‘This kind of case shows that Alexander—in 
marked contrast to Simplicius—scarcely bothered to open a copy of the author Aris- 
totle quotes. 

5 Simplicius, Zn de caelo 529. 21-27. 
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3. Theophrastus, Aristophanes and Blass’s line 


Theophrastus, in the De sensibus, expounds the doctrine of Empedocles 
thus:’° 


(A) Empedocles speaks in the same way about all the senses, and says 
that perception occurs as a result of something’s fitting into each sense’s 
passages. That is why the senses cannot discriminate each other’s objects, 
because some have passages which happen to be too wide, and some too 
narrow, in relation to the sense-object, so that some do not make contact 
but slip through, while others cannot enter at all. (B) He tries also to say 
what the visual organ is like. He says that its inside part is fire, while what 
surrounds it is earth and air, through which the fire passes, being fine like 
the light in lanterns. (C) The passages are in an alternating arrangement 
of fire and water, and, of these, it recognises light things with those of 
fire and dark things with those of water; for each type fits into each. And 
the colours travel to the organ of vision by means of effluence. 


This text is made up of three parts, (A), (B) and (C). (A) expounds the 
Empedoclean theory of sensation in general terms, (B) describes the 
anatomy of the eye, (C) explains how sight occurs. The mention of 
the lantern in (B) proves that Theophrastus has our passage in mind. 

It is not hard to reach the conclusion that (B) and (C) must allude 
to two groups of lines which came one after the other. The position 
of (A) is more difficult to determine. I believe, however, that a piece of 
evidence that has so far passed unnoticed suggests that we have to do 
with a passage occurring shortly before (B). The 7 hesmophoriazousae of 
Aristophanes opens with Euripides purposefully dragging along behind 
him a relative who would dearly like somebody to tell him where they 
are going. ‘You don't have to hear it all from me, considering that 
you're presently going to be seeing it in person’, retorts Euripides." 
Then comes this dialogue:'® 


INLAW 
What do you mean? Say it again. I’ve not got to hear it? 
EURIPIDES 
Not what you're going to be seeing. 
INLAW 
So [Ive not to see either? 


16 Theophrastus, De sensibus, § 7 (trans. Sedley 1992, p. 20). 
U Thesm. 5-6 (trans. Sommerstein). 
15 "Thesm. 6-11 (trans. Sommerstein). 
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EURIPIDES 
Not what you've got to hear, no. 
INLAW 
What is the advice you’re giving me? You do put it cleverly! You say that 
I mustn’t either hear or see? 
EURIPIDES 
The point is that the two things are distinct in nature. 


This exchange prompts Euripides to hold forth on the primordial 
separation of the physical elements:!° 


This is how they were separated originally. When in the beginning the 
Aether became a separate entity and took part in begetting living, moving 
beings within itself, it first devised the eye ‘in imitation of the solar disk’, 
whereby they should see, and as a funnel made the perforations of the 
ears (ôtknv 08 xodvns ota Sretetpvato).” 


In an excellent note, F. Blass based his restoration of what 1s now printed 
as line 9 (<at> xo&vnot óvta tetpñato Ügoneotnow, which had been 
pierced through by marvellous funnels) (a) on a group of words, Owxvtotoa 
tpeiato Oeoneotnow ó06vnoi, which are found in only one manuscript, 
Vatic. gr. 1339 (ms. P),?! written between £&o and 6190pQoxov in line 5, 
and (b) on the fact that at line 8, P replaces 686vntow with xoovfow.? 
Thesm. 18 echoes the ‘new’ line.” The association of the rare yoó&vn 
with a form of (610-)tetpatve, albeit not identical with, but at least very 
close to, that used by Empedocles is striking. As in Empedocles, the 
sensory organs are created at the start of a zoogony. It hardly matters 
that in pursuit of his own purpose—to exemplify Euripides’ muddled 
thinking—Aristophanes mixes up features belonging to the zoogony 
of Strife (Aether’s becoming separate)" with others belonging to the 
zoogony of Love (production of the sense-organs), the treatment of 
the eye and the ear: it is altogether likely that this comic exchange 
on the disparate natures of seeing and hearing is at the same time a 
parody of the lines paraphrased in (A) by Theophrastus: “That is why 
the senses cannot discriminate each other’s objects’. Similarly when he 


19 Thesm. 13-18 (trans. Sommerstein with slight modifications). 

2 Unlike some recent editors, I remain convinced by Reiske's emendation (Stknv for 
àxońv Ravennas, codex unicus). For a full account of the emendations, cf. Austin 1987, 
p. 70. Whatever the reading chosen, the parallel with Empedocles remains complete. 

? Cf. Harlfinger 1971, esp. pp. 251—261. 

?' Blass 1883. 

3 Cf. Mureddu 1992, p. 118. 

#% Cf. O'Brien 1969, pp. 287—300. 
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mentions Aivoc,? Aristophanes is again parodying Empedocles, just as 
he does in Plato's Symposium.” These arguments make it likely that the 
line reconstituted by Blass is genuine” and that the three sections of 
Theophrastus’ doxography belong together as a unit.?? 

Since the relative pronoun is missing in ms. P one option might seem 
to be to read <üç>...tetpñvato, which she bored through, taking tetpñvaro 
as an unaugmented aorist middle (a form that would bring us close to 
the parody in Thesm.), were it not that Homer employs only the active 
form tétpynva. Gallavotti's conjecture: à xo&vnot Sidvta tetphato 
Oeoneotnow, where they had been bored through with marvellous funnels, is in 
any case much better in that it allows the line to be put towards the 
end of the quotation, with the effect that in the comparans and the com- 
parandum alike the repeated formula ócov tavadtepov ev, is followed 
by a sixth line. The constructional symmetry thus achieved (two sets 
of two tercets, each set beginning in exactly the same way) is impres- 
sive enough to constitute something approaching conclusive proof? 


1 Gg 0’ öte... o 7 Os OË TOT’ 

2 o 8 (= fr. 87) 

das o 9(-8D) .. 

4 oic <> 10(=10D) atde 

5 mÓp (or: pôs) 8’ Ew «€ I11(= 11D) rôp 8 £&o ... 
6 e 12(=9D) 


3 Cf. Nub. 828. 

2 Cf. O’Brien 1969, pp. 227—229 and Martin & Primavesi 1999, pp. 304—306. By a 
strange coincidence Agathon, a central character in Symp., is the butt of jokes in Thesm. 
Could this be a sign that the party described by Plato was an historical event and that 
part of the conversation had in effect centred on Empedocles? It is much more probable 
that, when he was writing the Symposium, Plato remembered Aristophanes' Empedoclean 
sketch in the Thesm. and that this in turn suggested the theme for the speech he puts into 
the mouth of the comic poet. For us this would amount to a confirmation that Aristo- 
phanes, in Thesm., was parodying Empedocles. For Plato's probable allusions to the Thesm. 
on the subject of Agathon's homosexuality, see Symp. 193b—c and Bury’s note, 1909, p. 67. 

27 Since we must obviously rule out any idea that P, which Harlfinger 1971 dates to 
the second half of the XIVth century, has alone preserved a reading directly descended 
from the archetype, the alternative is to suppose that what we have is a correction made 
by a contemporary, or (much) earlier scholar who had a copy of Empedocles! poem at 
his disposal. On the possible Byzantine survival of Empedocles up until the XIIth cen- 
tury, see Primavesi 2002, pp. 200—201 and Rashed 2001. 

?* Finally it should also be noted that the lines corresponding to sections (A), (B) and 
(C) in Theophrastus seem to be known to Plato: Timaeus 45b-c reflects fr. 84, i.e. (B), and 
the source of (C), Meno 76c-e, (A). 

? Cf. Gallavotti 1976, p. 203, n. 7. 
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4. Empedocles? account of the structure of the eye 


Restored with the help of fr. 87, fr. 84 describes the production of a 
work of art. Aphrodite is creating a complex sensory organ from basic 
raw materials. Scholars could not agree on the part played by water 
and the possible involvement of earth and air was derived from the 
text of Theophrastus alone.? With the new possibility that ‘round-eyed 
girl can be construed otherwise than in apposition to ‘primeval fire’ the 
suggestion immediately arises that the girl we are dealing with is not 
just any girl, but the girl: Persephone. For she it is who, under the name 
of Nestis, represents the liquid element at fr. 6?' and she is regularly 
given, at any rate from the VIth century onwards, the designation of 
Kovpn.* There is thus no inherent improbability in attributing the use 
of this variatio to Empedocles, whose poetic genius was certainly quite 
capable of playing on three levels of meaning at once. This identification 
alone, increasing as it does the number of elements present to two (fire 
and water), allows a natural interpretation of the ‘filmy veils’ and the 
‘membranes’ (and likewise the ‘pegs’) as ways of designating air and 
earth respectively. 

An additional advantage of this reconstruction is that it makes for a 
better understanding of the passage in Aristotle’s De generatione animalium 
(V 1, 779b 15-20), confirmed by Theophrastus, in which Empedocles 
is said to be the source of the doctrine that different proportions of 
fire and water in the eyes account for different capacities for day- or 
night-time vision.** In truth this conclusion corresponds to what one 
would expect to be the case: an eye 1s moist by nature, an eye weeps. 
How could Empedocles possibly have omitted water from the list of 


9" See esp. O'Brien 1970, pp. 163-166. 

3! Cf. Picot 2000, pp. 66-68. 

?' Even if this designation was never applied to her either by Homer or by Hesiod, 
historical and archaeological sources attest that the appellation was widespread in the 
time of Empedocles. C£. LIMC, s. n. Persephone, no. 335 (c 490 BC), no. 339 (c 530 
BC), no. 340 (420-410 BC). For the name Kópn, especially in the Hymn to Demeter, see 
Richardson 1974, pp. 140 and 294. For the traditional association of Kópn with water, 
ibid., p. 181. 

3 [t is worth pointing out that, before the reconstruction offered here, there was 
nothing else apart from the text of Theophrastus that would have led anyone to look for 
earth and air in the Empedocles fragment. 

3t See text cited supra, p. 27, section (C). Cf. Simplicius, Jn de caelo 529.26—27 (trans- 
lated supra, p. 26). 


THE STRUCTURE OF THE EYE AND ITS COSMOLOGICAL FUNCTION 31 


its constituents? After that there 1s no longer any difficulty in making 
sense of the variant &yeboo, disdained by all editors of Aristotle since 
Bekker and by all editors of the fragments of Empedocles.” What could 
be more natural than ‘to pour’ water? 

However, if, as is possible, AoyaCeto means something like ‘put 
someone to bed’ (and not ‘ambush someone’), as far as the sense goes, 
this variant is just as good. It simply places more emphasis on the 
‘personal’ dimension of Koëpn (the goddess) and less on her ‘physical’ 
aspect (water). Aphrodite would ‘embed’ Persephone in veils that we 
must presumably imagine as adjacent to the fire (Zeus). Which reading, 
then, if both make equally good sense, is the right one to adopt? First 
of all, the large number of ancient variants that exist for Empedocles' 
poem shows clearly just how complex its pre-alexandrine transmission 
must have been. This fact should make us hesitate before opting for a 
solution based solely on stemmatic logic.* But, on the assumption that 
we might be free to choose a reading, the textual basis of éxebdato is 
incontestably better. In the introduction to his edition of the De sensu, 
Ross noted that he gave preference to group a (7 EMY) over group 
b (= LSUX) except when ms. P and the mss of Alexander sided with 
b.? This is a very sound principle, but one which he does not however 
apply here, where he chooses Fórster's emendation Aoxevouto against 
éxevato attested by b, P and Alexander? This departure is no doubt 
to be explained by considerations of sense. Now that the insertion of fr. 
87 has made fr. 84 intelligible, &xyeboxto no longer presents the slightest 
difficulty?? Here at last is the Greek text and the translation I offer of 
the whole problem passage: 


7 oc dé TÓT’ èv urivuy&v epyuévov oyoyiov np 
7a yOugoio’ &okrjcaco. xovootópyoio" 'Agpoóttn, 
8 Aentijo’ siv dBdvyow éxebuto xóxAono. Koópnv: 
9 Wi Vdatoc uèv DévOoc &nécteyov dupivéevtoc, 
10 np à’ £&o Ot(eokov, doov tavadtepov ev, 
fl xodvnot Sidvta tetpňato Oeoneotnow. 


% With the exception of Sturz 1805, p. 525, no doubt through ignorance of the 
reading Aoyé&Ceto (not cited in the note pp. 620-621 even when Sturz is aware of the 
difficulty of the text chosen), which becomes standard from Bekker's edition onwards. 

3 Cf. Rashed 2005, p. 3 n. 10. 

37 Cf. Ross 1955, pp. 64-65. 

* Cf. Ross 1955, p. 190. 
% See however infra, p. 34 n. 43. 
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Thus, after Aphrodite had fitted the ogygian fire enclosed in membranes with pegs 
of love, she poured round-eyed Koré in filmy veils; these kept off the depth of water 
flowing round about them but allowed the fire to pass through to the outside, in that 
it is finer, where they had been bored through with marvellous funnels. 


The process described by Empedocles seems to be as follows: Aphrodite 
begins by taking a quantity of fire in membranes, that she fastens by 
means of pegs; she then surrounds this fire stabilised and secured to 
its fastenings, with filmy veils, of air, into which she has poured water. 
Whereas the traveller is not, strictly speaking, responsible for the storm 
that besets his lantern, Aphrodite herself pours water into the veils. 
These last have two functions, or rather a single function that can be 
viewed in two ways: (1) they contain the water; (2) they keep it apart from 
the fire. The correspondences can be presented in tabular form: 


TAC Lantern-maker — 'Agpoóttn Aphrodite 
ofhac Flame oyoyuv TOP Fire in eye 
Mbyvoc Lamp urvuyyes, YOoH@ot Earth in eye 
(Theoph.) 
hourtñpes Translucent Aentoà Air in eye 
&popyot lantern-sides ó06vot (Theoph.) 
OVELOL Winds kóxAoy Kotpn Water in eye“? 


This reconstruction makes clear the role of the water in the Empe- 
doclean analogy: since it is Aphrodite who does the pouring, the 
water does not exactly correspond to the bad weather but refers to the 
moisture within the eye itself (which perhaps also includes tears), kept 
apart from the fire by ‘filmy veils'."' The air is not so much physically 
contained in the ufjviyyeg as metaphorically expressed by the 606vau: 
the porous structure of these last lets the fire through but blocks the 
way for the water, so allowing the rays of light (cf. v. 5) to proceed to 


4 The repetition, in lines 3 and 4, of the word ‘winds’, is, as Bollack says p. 322, ‘re- 
markable’. It ought surely to be understood as a veiled indication put in by Empedocles 
to draw attention, through the symmetry of the two pairs of tercets (cf. schema supra), 
to the fact that Koópnv in line 9 (= 8D) signifies the same thing as ‘water’ in line 10 
(7 10D). 

*! This was the conclusion of O’Brien 1970, pp. 164—166. I suspect that there may 
be some anachronism in Sedley's 1992 interpretation. He thinks that the moisture in 
the eye according to Empedocles is nothing but the ‘lachrymal fluid’ (cf. p. 23). Could 
any writer of this period really have thought that the lachrymal film was anything else 
but a secretion from the inside of the eyeball? Besides, if tears were all that was meant, 
it would have been out of place to talk about ‘depth’, BévOog (line 10). 
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the periphery of the eye-ball but preventing the water from drowning 
the fire. One final point to note is that, on this reconstruction, the eye 
as described in lines 7, 7a and 8 contains all four elements, a matter of 
some significance. But there is a hierarchy in their scale of importance: 
only fire and water are referred to by name, no doubt because they alone 
play an active part in the actual process of vision. Earth and air are 
merely alluded to obliquely. Theophrastus was clearly right to include 
them both in his account, but, on a point such as this, the doxographic 
style lacks the power to convey the Empedoclean sfumato. 


5. The return of Odysseus 


The task of textual reconstruction complete, it is now open to us to 
bring the tools of philosophical and literary analysis to bear on the 
interpretation of the fragment. By way of preamble there are two 
methodological observations to make. First of all, the aim is not to 
reach the same conclusions as before, by a less rigorous path, but rather 
to make use of these conclusions to display the wealth of meaning 
concealed within the ‘new’ fragment, a wealth of meaning that will 
indeed serve to corroborate the accuracy of the reconstruction of the 
text, but would not be, in itself, enough to establish it. In the second 
place, it follows from this that it would be absurd to set the ‘certainty’ 
of textual criticism against the ‘uncertainty’ of hermeneutics. The two 
approaches are not at all comparable, either in the types of argument 
they deploy, or the spheres in which they operate. 

Aphrodite’s technical achievement has a Homeric precedent, in Book 
5 of the Odyssey: Odysseus’ construction, on Calypso’s island, of the boat 
that is to take him back to Ithaca. Here is the passage concerned: 


247 tétpnvev 8’ Gpa néávta kai ripuiooev GAANAOLOL, 
yougotow 8’ pa tv ye koi &puovinotv Gpnpev. 
Sooov tic T’ £ónpog vnóc TOPVOGETOL KVP 

250 opttdoc evpetne, ed eidac tektoouváov, 
16000v EN’ edpetov oxeótnv TOlNout’ ’Odvocedc, 
(xpi dé othoac, &papadv Dapéor otapivecor 

253 motel, àtàp uokpfjow éennyKevideoor teAEUTO, 
év ©’ iotóv noiet koi ÉTIKPLOV &ppevov abt, 
npôs Ò’ &pa TNSGArov noijouto, dep’ iPbvot, 

256  opó&e Sé uv pireootv taurepès oiovivnor 
kduatoc £iÀAop čuev NOAA 8” exeyeborto Anv: 
roppa 68 Ope’ £vewe KodAvya, dia Vecov, 

259 iotia xorjoao8at... | 


34 MARWAN RASHED 


He bored through all the pieces and fitted them to each other 
and he fastened her together with pegs and joints. 

And as wide as a man rounds the bottom 

of a broad cargo ship, a man well skilled in carpentry, 

so wide was the broad raft Odysseus made for himself. 
Setting up decking planks and fitting them to close-set uprights 
he did his work, and finished off with long gunwales, 

and he put in the mast, and a yard-arm fitted to it, 

and went on to make himself a rudder so that he could steer, 
and fenced her from end to end with wickerwork hurdles 

as a defence against the waves, and piled (or poured) on much timber. 
Meanwhile Kalypso, the bright goddess brought him cloths 

to make sails...” 


The similarities between this passage of Homer and the Empedocles 
passage, though perhaps unobtrusive, seem to me undeniable. It is not just 
the theme of craftsmanship that they share—with the same insistence 
on the idea of fastening joints properly, on harmony (cf. &ppovijow 
line 248; note also the verb àpuóGo in line 247, &poptoko in lines 
248 and 252), Harmonia being one of the names Empedocles gives 
to Aphrodite—, but three of the terms used are identical or nearly so, 
tétpnvev/tetpnato (Od. 247 and fr. 84, line 11) yougotot (Od. 248 and 
fr. 84, line 7a, in the same position in the line) and, if this reading is 
accepted, éxebato (Od. 257 and fr. 84, line 8). The cloths Calypso 
brings (cf. q&peo v. 258 and iotia v. 259) anticipate the ó0óvou in the 
eye. DévOog in line 10 of Empedocles brings in the maritime metaphor. 
Any lingering doubts may be allayed when we recall the name of 
Calypso's island: "Qyvyta (cf. Od., a 85: vijoov ç 'Qyvytnv). Even if 
the ®yvytov xp in line 7 of Empedocles is no doubt also an allusion 
to Hesiod, Theog. 806," it seems likely that Empedocles particularly 
wanted to draw our attention to the Odyssey passage. I would not exclude 


# I should like to thank Christopher Strachan for rendering these very difficult lines 
into English. His translation, which is deliberately literal, successfully highlights the Ho- 
meric flavour of the Empedoclean lines. 

5 Ishall perhaps be criticised for invoking the Homeric parallel to justify my choice 
of the variant éyebato and for using the choice of this same variant as a basis for iden- 
tifying the Homeric parallel. But this vicious circle is more apparent than real. There is, 
in fact, a clutch of indications involved. My argument would be weakened, but by no 
means destroyed, if we were forced to settle for the variant AoyéGeto. 

# The adjective oybytov is coupled in Hesiod with &@8 tov, ‘incorruptible’, to char- 
acterise the water of the Styx. The sense is a matter of controversy (cf. Bollack 1965— 
1969, p. 327, n. 5), but Empedocles is surely embroidering on the theme that turns up 
a little earlier in the present fr. 35, that the separate elements are ‘immortal’, in contrast 
to biological mixtures. 
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the possibility that we should also understand the choice of the epithet 
KbdKAwy in this light: Ever since Antiquity the Polyphemus episode has 
been the most famous part of the Odyssey; the ‘Cyclopean’ water in 
the eye washes its ‘Ogygian’ fire as the sea washes Ogygia. Finally, the 
comparans in the comparison, the unnamed traveller who takes to the 
road, points us a posteriori towards the peregrinations of Odysseus. 

But why would Empedocles be so anxious to bring out the parallel 
between the construction of the boat and that of the eye? The two 
things are, after all, very different. The first, and most immediate, reason 
is probably his desire to underline the surpassing skill Aphrodite deploys 
in constructing the eye. The Odyssey passage must have been viewed by 
the Ancients as emblematic of Odysseus’ skill and so of human inge- 
nuity in general.? But a deeper sense linked this time to Empedocles? 
cosmology and perhaps also his demonology seems to me also discov- 
erable. The Calypso episode constitutes, as we know, the final stage in 
the wanderings of Odysseus: the crossing from Ogygia to Ithaca, taking 
in Phaeacia en route, is the hero’s last voyage, the one that really brings 
him back to his homeland, following the solemn decision of the gods. 
Now, it was established a little earlier on that Aphrodite’s construction 
of the eye must be placed at the beginning of Love’s zoogony, 1.e. Just 
when Love has embarked on the reconquest of the cosmos once Strife 
has lost its grip.* This, I think, is the reason underlying Empedocles? 
wish to draw our attention to the Homeric episode. The construc- 
tion of the eye will allow Aphrodite to return to her homeland—the 
Sphairos—just as the construction of the boat allows Odysseus to get 
back to Ithaca. Empedocles thereby emphasises the point at which the 
eye becomes a crucially important part of his cosmological apparatus. In 
living creatures the eye as the medium of desire," is a conditio sine qua 
non for the smooth running of Aphrodite's plans. Lastly we may note 
the striking similarity of structure between the eye and the Sphairos: 
in each case there is a ball sustained by Harmony. The eye is the child 
of Aphrodite that most resembles her“ 


5 The emblematic character of the episode has not, at all events, escaped Detienne 
& Vernant 1974, p. 227 sqq. 

^5 Cf. supra, p. 26. 

" Cf fr 64 D.-K. 

55 This said, Empedocles’ overtones are so subtle that scholarship must rest content if 
it can identify the most obvious ones. It seems likely—even if not demonstrable in a schol- 
arly sense—that to a Greek ear fr. 84 simultaneously conjured up ideas of protection, 
concealment and secrecy. The verb éxebato appears in the same metrical position in II. V, 


36 MARWAN RASHED 


Is there any other passage, among the fragments preserved, that 
we could use to underpin this interpretation? Apparently there is. 
The famous fr. 115 alludes to the way in which the daimén—which is 
no doubt a quantity of Love—is tossed from one elementary mass to 
another in the course of its cosmic wanderings: 


9 For the might of Aether hunts them to the sea 
And the sea spits them out onto the surface of the earth, and earth into the rays 
Of the shining sun; and he casts them into the eddies of Aether. 


The concluding words of line 11 are ó 8’ aiBépog £uBoAe Sivas. 
This is an echo of Book 6 of the Odyssey, lines 115-117, where the 
poet is describing the game in which Nausicaa and her attendants are 
engaged: 


115  opatpav exert’ Éppuye pet’ aupirohov Baoctiaera: 
dupirokov uev ğuapte, Pabein 5’ £uBoXe divn, 
oi 0’ éri uokpóv ddoav... 

The princess threw the ball to a handmaiden 


She missed the girl but threw <the ball> into a deep eddy; 
And they all cried aloud... 


It would be an injustice to Empedocles to deny him a conscious allusion 
to line 116 especially when ôtvn ends a distich that began with ogatpa.”” 
The Akhmim papyrus confirms this in certain respects in that 1t suggests 
that Empedocles, in order to give an effect of symmetry with the 
Xootpoc, had changed the gender of the dtvn to the masculine Atvoc, 
a proper noun used to label the era of the paroxysms of Strife. The 
age of the Aivog is marked among other things by the ‘cry’ (atm) of 
the creatures who suffer its throes.” The root is the same as that of 
the verb Homer uses in line 117 to describe the girls’ cries when they 
see their ‘sphere’ fall into the ‘eddy’, and the noun as such appears not 
much further on in line 122. 


311—317 to illustrate how Aphrodite—Aphrodite once again—‘pours’ her white arms 
round Aeneas and wraps him in her dress (nénAoio) to shelter him (ék&Avwev) from 
enemy blows. To return to the Odyssey, Calypso is of course, to judge by her name, a 
symbol of secrecy. 

9 Van der Ben 1975, p. 155, mentions the formal resemblance of line 116 but does 
not notice the Homeric prefigurement of the two Empedoclean images, which Jean- 
Claude Picot has been kind enough to draw to my attention. 

5 Cf. Martin & Primavesi 1999, pp. 317-318. 
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The cry awakens Odysseus and makes him a part of the cosmic 
drama in miniature that is symbolised by his own wanderings. Whether 
the subject is a ball passing from hand to hand, or a daimón tossed 
from one primary element to the next, or Odysseus driven from one 
shore to another, the purport for Empedocles 1s always the same: the 
world's difficult return to the oneness in which Love reigns absolutely. 
The origin of the eschatological interpretation of the return of Odys- 
seus Is thus not Neoplatonic, as is commonly thought, but can be traced 
back at least to Empedocles, some 700 years earlier, or even to the 
Pythagorean circles in southern Italy by whose doctrines he had been 
influenced.?' Moreover, the quotation from Empedocles that appears 
in Porphyry's Cave of the Nymphs might well be evidence that Plotinus? 
pupil was not unaware that the poet of Acragas had allegorised the 
theme of Odysseus’ return.” 


?! The Pythagorean interpretation of Homer is a particularly grey area owing to lack 
of evidence. Writers on the subject have invariably been reduced to quoting the same 
Porphyrian scholium on Zad XX 67, which mentions Theagenes as the originator of 
allegorical interpretation. Cf., among others, Pépin 1958, pp. 97-98, Lamberton 1986, 
p. 31 sqq. When it came to Odysseus, they supposed that the Pythagoreans might have 
been interested in several episodes in his history, but the focus was never on his travels 
as such. Cf. Detienne 1962, pp. 52-60, esp. p. 56 sqq. The allegorical use of the travels 
of Odysseus to represent the return of the soul to its homeland is omnipresent in phi- 
losophers from Plotinus on. C£. Lamberton 1986, pp. 106—107 et passim. We may note, 
however, that Detienne (1958) has identified the melancholy figure sitting on the shore 
in the central stucco of the Basilica of the Porta Maggiore as Odysseus on Calypso’s 
island (cf. Odyssey V, 81-83). In a Pythagorean context (cf. Sauron 2000, esp. pp. 61-64), 
this would unequivocally suggest an eschatological interpretation of the Odyssey as a 
whole (pp. 277-78). Despite the absence of explicit sources, Detienne has speculated 
that this allegory of the soul longing for her spiritual homeland long pre-dates Roman 
Pythagoreanism (cf. p. 279). An avenue of research that I can do no more than indicate 
here is to examine the possibility that Empedocles is answering Parmenides by giving 
a new twist to the philosophic use the older thinker clearly makes of the Odyssey in his 
poem. For Parmenides, cf. Mourelatos 1970, pp. 24-33 and 115 and Cassin 1998, pp. 
48-64, esp. p. 59 (struggle for the ‘philosophical’ reappropriation of Nausicaa's ball) 
and p. 65 n. 2. 

5 Cf. fr. 120. This point is confirmed by Plutarch, De exilio 607D who tells us that 
‘Empedocles refers to the soul’s birth (sc. its carnation) by the gentlest of euphemisms, 
exile (tijv yévecw ó&xoónptov droKopiCetat TH npaotéto TOV 6voudtwv). My thanks are 
due to Jean-Claude Picot for having drawn my attention to the Plutarch passage, which 
does not figure in the Vorsokratiker. The word àäroônuia can only be fitted into a hexam- 
eter if the final syllable is shortened before a hiatus. 
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EMPEDOCLES, FRAGMENT 115.3: CAN ONE OF THE 
BLESSED POLLUTE HIS LIMBS WITH BLOOD?** 


Jean-Claude Picot 
(Paris) 


According to Empedocles, under certain circumstances one of the 
Blessed gods is forced to exchange his heavenly abode for a life of exile 
in the form of a daimón. In a series of painful incarnations, the datmón 
runs through the gamut of ephemeral existences.' His exile comes as 
the means of expiating some fault. But what fault? 

Following H. Stein (1852), H. Diels (1901) presented in the form of 
one of the fragments belonging to the Purifications (fr. 115) some scat- 
tered lines of Empedocles, taken for the most part from Plutarch and 
Hippolytus, in which, it was thought, the nature of the fault might 
be specified.” If the correction to gova of the manuscripts reading 
qoot, which is hard to understand, is kept, Plutarch would refer to 
some sort of bloodshed (fr. 115.3). Hippolytus on the other hand speaks 
of perjury (éntopkoc) but says nothing of spilt blood (fr. 115.4). So the 
transgressions that might account for the exile are, then, bloodshed and 
perjury. Some commentators claim that perjury is not an authentically 
Empedoclean explanation. Only the shedding of blood would count. 
Others are prepared to argue for both bloodshed and perjury. But are 
the Blessed capable of shedding blood? I should like to establish some 


* Translated from the French by Christopher Strachan. 

+ I should like to express my thanks for the advice they have given me—in particular 
to Pénélope Skarsouli, Marwan Rashed and ‘Tomas Vitek. As for Denis O’Brien, this 
will be the first article of mine that he has not read and commented upon in its entirety. 
It is therefore with some trepidation that I offer it to him as a token of gratitude for 
years of exciting—and exacting—tutoring. 

! I employ the term ‘ephemeral’ to differentiate the life span of earthly creatures, 
like animals, men and plants, from that of the gods who are ‘long-lived’. The word 
ephemeral is used by Empedocles in the same sense in fr. 3.4 DK. Cf ‘long-lived’: fr. 
21.12 DK, fr. 23.8 DK. For the sake of clarity I have designated as Blessed a god 
during his residency in heaven; and have kept daimón for the god in exile from his 
heavenly abode. 

? I follow Diels’ numbering for the fragments of Empedocles (Die Fragmente der 
Vorsokratiker, 1922, 4th ed.). 
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points of reference. The major task will be to make sense of Plutarch’s 
evidence (fr. 115.3). 


Fragment 115 


In an article entitled ‘La daimonologia della fisica empedoclea’, which 
appeared in Aevum antiquum (n.s. 1, 2001), O. Primavesi examined fr. 
115 from an angle that may serve as a useful starting point. Primavesi 
cites the lines as follows:? 


gott tt 'Av&ykng xpñuo, Oev yńoioua rañaróv, V. 
didiov TAatEEGOL koteoopnyiouévov SpKOIG 

edTÉ tic GUMAGKINLOL PdPar piha yva Tuv 

(Oc Kal... éniopkov Gpaptioas étoudoni} 

OQHLOV, ot TE LAKPALMVOS AeAdyaot Bioro, 

rpis pv popias Hpac &nd uakápov GAGANGBOL, 
Qvópevov navtota Sià xpóvou eidea Ovntàv 

apyaréas Bidto1o ustaAAcooovta KkekedBowc. 

[Ex] 

Thy xoi èyò vóv eiut, quyàc Oeó0ev Kai GANS 13 
Netket uoivopuévot xiovvoc. 14 


co I D O1 4 WON 


[There is an oracle of necessity, an ancient decree of the gods, everlast- 
ing, sealed by broad oaths: that, whenever a daimón, whose lot it is to be 
long-lived, owing to his transgressions, under the influence of fear, has 
polluted his own limbs, and, in his wrong-doing, makes false an oath he 
swore, he wanders in exile from the Blessed for thrice ten thousand sea- 
sons, born throughout that time in every kind of mortal form, following 
one bitter path of life after another. [...] Such is the path on which I 
too shall now travel, an exile from divinity and a vagabond, trusting in 
raging Strife. (Translation based, with alterations, on Primavesi’s version 
in L’Empédocle de Strasbourg, p. 62; see below, n. 7.)] 


This set of lines departs in several places from Diels’ edition.‘ For 
example, for line 3, Diels prints: 


edté TIC CUMAAKINIGL ver oio. yoia LIVNI 3 


3 O. Primavesi, Aevum Antiquum, n.s. 1, 2001, pp. 31-32. 

+ In particular Primavesi corrects datwoves to Saiuwv, as he corrects gvopévovg to 
Qvópevov in line 7. He also avoids another plural, tv in line 13 (Hippolytus, Refutatio 
VII, 29. 14. 5), preferring Plutarch’s thv (De exilio, 607 D). Against Diels, then, he opts, 
where possible, for the singular. He dissents from Diels in line 4 as well. 
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Line 3, in Primavesi’s quotation, is the reading of the surviving 
manuscripts of Plutarch's De exilio.’ Since Stephanus in the late sixteenth 
century practically every editor of this line has corrected two words, 
poBatr and uwv so as to read qóvot and uvm (this last correction 
effecting the restoration of the metre). Diels relied on the edition of the 
De exilio by G.N. Bernardakis (1891) which offered qóvot and uvnı, 
simply noting in the apparatus: uv codd. mei. Diels was thus unaware 
of the original reading @6B@ which is quite rightly treated by Primavesi 
as the dative, p6Bor.f 

In the face of the scholarly tradition as a whole and Diels’ silence, 
Primavesi, in the article referred to above, looked at the possibility of 
retaining the reading p6Bat instead of the correction gdvar. In the final 
analysis, Primavesi concluded that p6Boœt should be abandoned for two 
reasons.’ The first reason was that a perturbation of the spirit (p6Ban) 
is not a concrete contaminative agent that might pollute (ujvnt) limbs 
(piña yoto), whereas in the case of murder (qóvou) there is blood that 
can pollute limbs.? The second was that the reading qóf can only be 
understood as another way of referring to Strife that penetrates and 
contaminates the Sphairos, which comes back to imagining, in a Sphai- 
ros that is supposed to be homogeneous, a daimôn with limbs polluted 
by Fear (PóBoç = Netkog) in the midst of a community of daimones. But 
no such individualised daimén can, by definition, exist in the Sphairos.° 
Rejecting @doBo1, then, for these two reasons, Primavesi comes round 
to adopting the correction óvo, thus returning to Diels’ text. 


? Plutarch, De exilio 607 C. Plutarch is our only witness for this line. A common 
mistake found in the app. crit. of several editions (Teubner, Loeb, Belles Lettres) is to 
ascribe the reading qóvo to Hippolytus. It is actually due to Stephanus. 

ê In ancient manuscripts the omission of an iota subscript is common. The reading 
OB, then, stands for qópo. This is the reading of Parisinus gr, 2076 (XVth century) 
fol. 169v (De exilio): 

[...] &UTAGKINLOL pô 
Bogià oyvioquv [...]. 

7 Following M.R. Wright (Empedocles: the extant fragments, edited, with an introduction, 
commentary and concordance, New Haven/London: Yale University Press, 1981, pp. 
272-273), Primavesi had maintained in L’Empédocle de Strasbourg (A. Martin, O. Pri- 
mavesi, L’Empédocle de Strasbourg: [P Strasb. gr. Inv. 1665-1666]; introduction, édition et 
commentaire, Strasbourg/Berlin/New York: W. de Gruyter, 1999, pp. 61-62, p. 294, 
n. 3) that péva should be removed in favour of @dBar (p6Bat: ‘under the influence 
of fear’). ‘La daimonologia’ therefore represents a reversal of his position. 

* O. Primavesi, of. cit., p. 35. For Primavesi ‘péBot [. ..] esprime un turbamento dell’ animo’. 

? O. Primavesi, of. cil., pp. 36-37. 
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But why does OB appear in the manuscripts? Why do the manu- 
scripts fail to preserve what would have been a lectio facilior? Can we be 
certain that Primavesi had good reasons to remove qófho? 

As it stands, the series of the lines assembled in fr. 115 1s fraught with 
major grammatical difficulties. It is possible that some lines have been 
lost which would resolve the difficulties and make the sense clear. Even 
as things are, however, I hope to be able to answer the questions raised 
around qópo and to throw useful light on the reason for the exile. 


Fear and spilt blood 


In the De exilio, Plutarch quotes five lines of Empedocles one after the 
other, these being lines 1, 3, 5, 6 and 13 of fr. 115. The absence from 
the De exilio of lines 2, 4, 7 etc. leads one to think that Plutarch has 
chosen his lines to suit his subject.'? 

In the manuscripts of the De exilio, line 3, edté vig å&uràakinor edo 
Qo. yvto jw is followed immediately by a reference to óatpovec. In 
its present form, the line makes no clear sense. It is scarcely possible 
to identify the nature of the faults (&àurAatnoy in question. There is 
no apparent reference, either explicit or implicit, to any murderous 
act. The tig may be understood either as a pronoun (= someone) 
subject of a missing verb, or as an adjective qualifying a missing noun 
(perhaps ôaiuœv: ‘some daimén...’). There is nothing in the De exilio to 
encourage the assumption that the ttg is one of the uox&pov (line 6). 
It is perfectly legitimate to suppose that one or even several lines have 
fallen out between line 3 and line 5—despite Diels’ numbering—,, just 
as several lines are missing between line 6 and line 13. 

The ia yvta appear to be the accusative object of a verb; but 
it is precisely this verb that is lacking. Its natural place would be at 
the end of the line where the reading uwv occurs. Quite certainly pw 
cries out for emendation, because it cannot be fitted syntactically into 
the line and it is not enough to meet the metrical requirements of a 
hexameter. In view of the mention of faults (&urAoktnou, it is pos- 
sible that the missing verb is maívo, and more specifically the aorist 
subjunctive vn, to correspond with edté ttc. (A good example of 


10 Cf D. O'Brien, Pour interpréter Empédocle, Paris, Les Belles Lettres/ Leiden, E,J. Brill, 
1981, p. 95. See his index fontium for fr. 115 (p. 111). 
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uvm at the end of a line is to be found in Homer, Iliad, IV, 141.) ww 
would thus be explained as a corruption of utjvn in which two letters 
had disappeared in the transmission. 

In point of sense, the verb puoivo suits very well: (a) it allows the pla 
yota to be the object of the pollution; (b) it echoes the transgressions 
and misfortunes of the daimones and also Empedocles’ denunciation of 
murder, blood-sacrifice and the eating of meat.!! 

Plutarch is not our only witness to the fact that killing and the eat- 
ing of meat are, in Empedocles’ eyes, abominations. We should also 
cite frs. 128, 136, 137, 139 (d 5-6 MP), and Hippolytus, Refutatio, VII 
29.22, 30.4. With the support of so much convergent evidence it 1s 
easy to defend the view that the pollution of fr. 115.3 1s the result of 
spilling blood. 

We may, then, accept with certainty that the line we are examining 
contains the idea of pollution linked to a murderous deed. So line 3 
contains utv: now it remains to make sense of qópo. 

We read that someone (ti6), or possibly some ðaiuov (?) has polluted 
(wun) his own limbs (piña yvto) ‘under the influence of fear’ (p6Bq).'* 
What sort of situation are we to envisage? The subject is obscure. On 
the other hand, a minor emendation of the text would side-step the 
need even to ask the question. Since we have accepted umvy and its 
connection with spilt blood, the word qóvo would go very well with 
umvn. Thus we would have someone contaminated not by fear (?), but 
with blood (p6vo), whether from murder, bloody sacrifice or meat-eat- 
ing, all acts that Empedocles would condemn. A simple change of 
one letter, from $ to v, offers us a clear and sensible reading. But we 
still do not know why the manuscripts read qópo. 

One explanation applies quite generally. It is not uncommon in 
ancient manuscripts to find that a copyist has written a word differing 
in only one letter from the reading of his exemplar, either through 
inadvertance, or because he has had in part to guess a word in an 
exemplar that may have been damaged by the ravages of time. But 
there is another explanation that applies quite specifically to the words 


"Plutarch, De defectu oraculorum, 418 E, De esu carnium, 996 B-C. See O'Brien, 
op. cit. pp. 97-98. 

'2 Sous l'effet de la peur’, as Primavesi renders it in L’Empédocle de Strasbourg, p. 62. 

13 Gf fr. 128.8 (p6vos). The word appears also at fr. 121.2 and 136.1. Further, Plu- 
tarch uses qóvov in speaking of the reason for which, according to Empedocles, souls 
are punished and imprisoned in mortal bodies (De esu carnium, 1, 996 B-C). In addition 
to murder, Plutarch mentions flesh eating and cannibalism. 
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póßo and pôvo. In certain manuscripts, the minuscules B and v closely 
resemble a handwritten Latin minuscule ‘u’ in form. The ‘u’-form 
without an initial upstroke is a D. The ‘u’-form with an initial upstroke 
is the letter v.'* If the upstroke is too small or if it has disappeared for 
one reason or another, it is thus possible to mistake v for B—something 
that could not happen now-a-days in view of our different graphical 
conventions. It is then easy to imagine that a scribe interpreted a letter 
v which stood in his exemplar as if it were a D. The copyist would then 
have gone from qóvo to qóBo by mistake. This mistake has already 
been detected elsewhere. 

As far as I am aware, no one who has written on line 3 of fr. 115, 
has so far given any clear indication that the transmutation of qóvo 
(in a manuscript in minuscules supposedly offering a faithful transcrip- 
tion of Plutarch's text) into qófo (the unanimous reading of all the 
surviving manuscripts which is deemed to be defective), could very 
easily be the result of confusion between two minuscule letters that 
were similar in outline.'® 

Here, then, is a tangible reason for the appearance of qópo in 
Plutarch’s text. The change from qóvo to qóBo may well rest on a 
misreading of v as B, quite understandable once it is appreciated that 
at a particular stage in the manuscript tradition these two letters were 


1t See for example E. Maunde Thomson, Handbook of Greek and Latin Palaeography, 
London, 1893, pp. 147-149, plates facing p. 148, pp. 163 and 166. See also the same 
author's An introduction to Greek and Latin Palaeography, Oxford, 1912, pp. 186, 188, 
191-194, 223-224, 227. 

5 An example of the confusion between pévov and ọóßov is cited in E. Legrand, 
Bibliographie hellénique des XV* et XVI’ siècles, tome I, Paris, 1962 pp. 181—182. The 
example is taken from the manuscripts of Pseudo-Plutarch, De fluvis, II, 1. 4 (see 
K. Müller's edition in his Geographi graeci minores, Vol. II, Paris, 1861, p. 639). The reading 
of the manuscripts is poBov (the accent over the o is missing). J. Rutgers in the XVIIth 
century corrected to qgóvov. The correction retained by Müller, and accepted today, is 
pôvo. The context makes the correction inevitable. Following the violent death of a 
serpent, the appearance of the water from the spring, which it guarded, underwent a 
change, ‘as if it had been stained with blood’. Here ‘fear’ (oópoc) scarcely makes any 
sense, while ‘blood’ is very much to the point. 

19 Two writers have touched on the question, but have not, however, been fully 
explicit. (1) J. Bollack, ‘Remarques générales et particulières”, Aevum Antiquum, 2001, 
p. 73. (2) P. Judet de la Combe, L’Agamemnon d^ Eschyle: commentaire des dialogues, 
seconde partie, Villeneuve d'Ascq, Presses universitaires du Septentrion, 2001 (Cahiers 
de philologie, 18), pp. 555-558, esp. n. 277.—The confusion between v and f is not 
mentioned in the list of letters frequently confused which EW. Hall records on pp. 
158-159 of his book, A companion to classical texts, Oxford, 1913. 
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very much alike. Might there, however, be a more fundamental reason, 
one that has to do with the meaning itself? 


An archaic sense of poBo 


The De exilio is a letter from Plutarch to a citizen of Sardis, sentenced to 
exile by the Roman authorities established there. The letter is designed 
to offer moral support to the man who has been banished. It provides 
him with reasons to live through the experience, by concentrating on 
the positive aspects of his situation. In quoting Empedocles, Plutarch 
is trying to make his friend’s plight less dramatic and to explain to him 
that all men are exiles. In this context, the transformation of qóvo into 
oB@ would have the effect of softening Plutarch’s message. Indeed 
some copyist of Plutarch’s text might have been shocked to read the 
word qóvo, pointing, as it does, to bloodshed as the cause of the exile, 
whereas the man from Sardis to whom Plutarch seeks to bring comfort 
is probably no murderer.” By erasing qóvo in the quotation from 
Empedocles, even if the verb ivn was still there, this reader thought 
he was rectifying an error in the transcription of the text. For anyone 
who was concerned with the proprieties in regard to the intended 
recipient of the letter, the change to qófo avoids the heavy-handed 
reference to bloodshed. 

Another reason (also formal rather than technical) is possible. This 
would be linked to the context in which Plutarch's quotation from 
Empedocles is embedded. A few lines earlier in the De exilio he introduces 
a line of Aeschylus (Suppliant Women, 214) on the exile of Apollo: 


&yvóv T’ AnóAXoO, QvyóO' dn’ odpavod Osóv. 


[and holy Apollo, a god in exile from heaven] 


17 “Probably no murderer’. I rely on J. Hani's introduction to his edition and transla- 
tion of the De exilio (Plutarque. Œuvres morales. Tome VIII. Paris, Les Belles Lettres, 1980) 
in which he writes (pp. 133-134) ‘It is reasonable to conclude that the man in question 
[sc. the man exiled from Sardis] is Menemachos [...] «and» that his banishment was 
in consequence of a quarrel between him and the Roman civil authorities’. A quarrel 
would not make Menemachos a murderer. Besides, Menemachos’ exile can be accounted 
for neither by his participation in blood-sacrifice nor by the fact of his having eaten 
meat.—Line 12 of fr. 115 generates a feeling of culpability: all the material elements 
of the world hate the exile. Now this line, which Plutarch actually knew (De Iside, 361 
C6-9), is not among those reproduced in the De exilio. Plutarch quotes what he wishes 
to comment on according to his objective: the reassurance of the exile. 
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Then Plutarch gives us to understand that Apollo's exile from heaven is 
like the soul’s (yvyn) exile on earth far from the Blessed (&xó uoópov) 
related in Empedocles! writings.'? The addressee of the letter is, like 
each one of us, invited to consider his true exile as one not from Sardis 
or Corinth or any other town, but from his home in heaven (De exilio 
607 E 6: oùpavoÿ xoi oeAnvns).'? Let us now look more closely at what 
might have prompted Plutarch to quote the line from Aeschylus. 

The Suppliant Women is the tale of the fifty daughters of Danaus 
who exile themselves to Argos in order to escape the fifty sons of 
Aegyptus, who wish to force them into marriage. Danaus reminds his 
daughters that Apollo himself had known exile.?? Then, ten or so lines 
later, he compares the girls to a flock of doves (£v Gyv@ ð’ £opóg Ws 
n£Aewkóov/tGeo0e) seeking shelter through fear of hawks, birds just 
as they are (ktpkov tv ouontépov ooo)?! In this passage ‘in fear’ 
might not be the only way to translate qóBo. An old sense of qópog 
is also possible: flight caused by fear.? The dative qóBo would be read 
as a dative of accompaniment, or as a locative dative with temporal 


force, with the sense of ‘in the course of their flight’, ‘in flight’ or 


‘while fleeing”. This sense receives further support from the fact that 


'8 Plutarch identifies the daimén in fr. 115, down here roaming on earth, with the 
soul. But does Plutarch understand the same thing by woxfj as Empedocles does by 
daipov? 

' The abode in heaven of which Plutarch speaks is neither the Sphairos, which the 
Empedoclean context would easily have suggested if Plutarch had believed that the 
abode of the Blessed in line 5 refers to the Sphairos, nor the sun, which for Plutarch is 
the divine abode of souls. Cf. J. Mansfeld, Herestography in context: Hippolytus! Elenchos as 
a source for Greek philosophy, Leyden/New York/Cologne, E. J. Brill, 1992, p. 294. 

? Aeschylus, Suppliant Women, 214. 

?! Suppliant Women, 223—224. J. Dumortier has made a detailed analysis of the imagery 
of the ‘flock of doves fleeing before a hawk’ in his book, Les Images dans la poésie d’Eschyle, 
Paris, Les Belles Lettres, 1975 (2nd ed., 1st ed. 1935), pp. 1-11. 

? LSJ, sv. qópoc: panic flight, the usual sense in Hom.—Iliad, IV 440, XI 37, XVI 356, 
366, and particularly line 373 where the dative qófo is used without a preposition, 
and could be translated ‘in flight’ or ‘while fleeing’ (c£ comitative use in M. III 2, VIII 
159, Odyssey XXIV 416).—Hesychius, Lexicon, 9.672.1: 6Bog: qvyn. We may note also 
ovyf = in flight (Odyssey X 117). 

55 This is how P. Mazon translates it in his Budé edition of The Suppliant Women, ‘Tel 
un vol de colombes fuyant des éperviers” [like a flock of doves fleeing hawks ]. See Eschyle: 
Tome 1, Texte établi et traduit par Paul Mazon, Paris, Les Belles Lettres, 1984 (11th 
impression of the edition of 1921), Collection des Universités de France, p. 21.—In 
his translation of the Seven against Thebes (line 240), Mazon also renders 66Bo by ‘fuite’ 
[fight] (‘d’une fuite épouvantée [xapBooóvo qópo] j'ai couru vers cette acropole, séjour 
révéré [In terrified flight, I have run to this citadel, a seat held in honour|).— Examples of loca- 
tive dative with temporal force: Iliad I 521 (uéyn), II 468 (pn), IV 400 (um), VI 422 
G0... uat), Odyssey XV 34 (voxti); Sophocles, Antigone 335 (vóto). 
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it echoes Homeric references to the flight of a dove before a hawk.** 
With Homer in our minds, we might turn the hawk into a messenger 
sent by Apollo: kipkoc, AndAA@vog vos &yyeXoc (Odyssey XV 526). 
Aeschylus may have mentioned Apollo in line 214 in order to go on in 
lines 223-224 to make what would appear to be a prophetic statement 
about hawks and doves.”° 

A reader of Plutarch who, familiar with the Suppliant Women and 
remembering the myth alluded to by Aeschylus, then made the connec- 
tion between Apollo and hawks, could find a reason to replace gov with 
Qópo. In writing qó0Bo he was bringing the verse from Empedocles into 
line with what Plutarch had quoted from the Suppliant Women. He was 
also helping to bring out the notion of exile, the theme of Plutarch’s 
letter, which would be further reinforced by the Empedocles extract if 
it contained a word capable of bearing the sense ‘flight’. 

All in all, whether or not Plutarch had written qóvo, there existed 
cogent grounds for the appearance of qófo in the manuscript tradition 
of Plutarch. Whether the reasons for the change are material (i.e. pal- 
aeographic, confusion of two letters written in a similar way) or formal 
(ie. contextual, Plutarch’s purpose in writing the letter or reconciliation 
with Aeschylus' Suppliant Women), they are external to the content of 


"^ One example is Iliad XXII 139-141: ‘As a hawk in the mountains, fleetest 
of birds on the wing, easily swoops on the timid dove and she makes off and flees 
(poBettat).... Here poBettat refers unambiguously to flight. Another, Iliad XXI 493— 
494, shows Artemis fleeing (pbyev) from the irate Hera like a dove (néAeva) before a 
falcon (ipnKoc). In Miad XVII 755-761, the Danaans flee (pevyovrov Aavaüv) like a 
cloud of birds before the hawk that brings murder (kipkov, 6 te optKkpfjot qóvov pépet 
ópvíOgcow). In Iliad XVI 582-583, Patroclus, like a swift falcon ((pnK1 gods w«ét) that 
puts jackdaws and starlings to flight (éeoByoe kxoAotobc te wiipts te) flings himself on 
the Lycians.—In order to justify translating @dBo¢ as flight, it would still be necessary 
for the doves, or the Danaids to be in motion. But are they, in fact? The word ëou6ç 
(swarm, flock), which is connected etymologically with Copo1, would readily fit in with 
(Gec0e, and might well lead one to think that the translation of Suppliant Women, 223-224 
should be, “Then keep yourselves seated in the sanctuary, like a group of doves in fear 
of hawks.’ But the word &ouóg seems much more to express movement: a group of 
birds flying (cf. Suppliant Women, 684-685). Birds fleeing from pursuit by hawks are likely 
to be flying. In the same way the imperative (Geo0e probably also implies movement: 
*Be seated" 'Sit yourselves down! 

35 We can add /liad XV 236—238, and, from outside Homer, Aristophanes, Birds 
156; Scholia in Apollonii Rhodii Argonautica 93.5—6 (6 GE iépag tepdg éotw AnóAXovoc); 
Porphyry, De abstinentia 3.5.27. 

2 In The Persians, Aeschylus brings in a hawk (line 207) near the hearth of Phoebus 
(lines 205-206). Thus he seems to establish a link between Phoebus (Apollo) and the 
hawk. 
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Empedocles! thought. Consequently there should be no difficulty in 
regarding qófo as an intrusion that has displaced qóvo. 


A new reading of fr 115.3 


Are reasons that lie outside the Empedoclean corpus sufficient to allow 
us to draw a line under this issue? The truth is, they are not. Certainly 
it is possible to explain goBq@ as the correction of an original ova, 
but the correction from qópo to qóvo derives its validity from the 
simple fact that we found qóo obscure, whereas gov@ could rapidly 
be justified—as a piece of evidence that condemnation of bloodshed is 
central to the philosophy of Empedocles! qófo, then, has been removed 
for the sake of immediate and easy comprehensibility. But the comfort 
of this operation is no guarantee of truth. We could just as well argue 
the case from the opposite point of view and defend the merits of qóo. 
In that case line 3 would be rendered as follows: ‘When someone, by 
his faults, in flight, pollutes his limbs...’ 
What would the arguments in favour of qóo be? 


(1) The original manuscript of Plutarch read dB. In his edition of 
Plutarch in 1572, Stephanus—who could have known, thanks to 
Plutarch, that Empedocles condemned bloodshed—corrected qóo 
to qóvo on the assumption that a copyist had mistaken a v for a 
B. But Stephanus, in his haste to find a straightforward meaning, 
imagined an error where none existed. 

(2) Keeping qópo, as a comitative dative or locative dative with tem- 
poral force, avoids the awkward juxtaposition of two instrumental 
datives (by his faults: aurhakinou by bloodshed: p6B®).? 

(3) The Suppliant Women uses qóp« in the archaic sense found in fr. 
115.3, in an unusual sense of the dative. Plutarch guides us towards a 
proper understanding of the word. In particular he helps us to read 
qópog not as ‘fear’, as if that were an emotion experienced by one 
of the Blessed, but as the ‘flight’ following upon fear which seems 
to be the lot that falls exclusively to one who is in exile, and not the 
behaviour of a Blessed One, dwelling in his heavenly abode. But 


7 (f F. Panzerbieter (‘Beiträge zur Kritik und Erklärung des Empedokles’ in, Ein- 
ladungs-Programm des Gymnasium Bernhardinum in Meiningen, Meiningen, 1844, p. 2): ‘statt 
Qóvo, was unverbunden neben àurhakinor kaum stehen kann, haben wir ppev@v geschrieben." 
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there is more. Apart from qópo, within the space of a few lines?? 
Danaus utters two remarkable words: uiowóvtov, äurhkakMuato. 
These two words are virtually mirrored in the Empedoclean line 
quoted by Plutarch that we are examining: edté tig urAokinot 
ooo piña yota vy. There is however an obvious objection to 
establishing a parallel with the Suppliant Women. Danaus is referring 
to the hawks (= the sons of Aegyptus), by the words wiawdovtev and 
aurhokuata and not to the doves (= the Danaids). But the signifi- 
cant fact for anyone alluding to the story of the Danaids is this: the 
irony of the situation is that Danaus’ words in a way prefigure 
the criminal destiny of his daughters, but reverse the identity of 
the victims. For it will be the so-called ‘doves’ that, in their exile, 
commit a crime: the bloody murder of the ‘hawks’.”? The Dana- 
ids are the ones who will be polluted by the blood of the sons of 
Aegyptus, and will pay for their crimes in Hades by eternally try- 
ing to fill leaking pitchers.” The parallel between line 3 of fr. 115 
and Danaus' speech is, then, much less far-fetched than it appears. 
It is, moreover, conceivable that Plutarch had noticed (or, at any 
rate, believed he had noticed) that Empedocles had imported the 
vocabulary of line 3 from Aeschylus. Indeed, in Danaus’ view, the 
pollution incurred by the hawk comes from eating what is akin to 
him: £y0póàv duaipov Kat proivévrov yévoc./dpviB0¢ Spvic nc àv 
ayvedo. påyov; [...kin turned enemy, polluting their own race./ 
How can bird eat bird and still remain pure?].*! Now Empedocles’ 
use of the verb puvn could easily be taken to refer to the eating of 
meat, thought of as a form of pollution. Empedocles, after all, cease- 
lessly reminds us of our kinship with all living things. Plutarch knows 
this and was able to make the connection with Danaus’ speech. 
(4) Plutarch quotes Empedocles because the passage in question speaks 
of flight (p6B@, @vycc), which allows him to dwell in his commentary 
on travel, exile, journeying, roaming, moving from place to place. 
The correction to g6v@ would impoverish the sense of line 3 and 
is not strictly necessary to make the line comprehensible.” Plutarch 


?* Suppliant Women, 223-231. 

9 Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound, 853-868; Apollodorus, Bibliotheca, II 1. 5. 

9? Hyginus, Fabellae, 168. 

9! Suppliant Women, 225-226. 
Can the concrete agent responsible for the pollution of the piña yvto be absent 
from line 3? It is possible (pace Primavesi, of. cit., p. 35). It may be absent if the context 
makes it (sc. blood) obvious. Repetition would then be avoided. Parallels may be cited 
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brings in this piece of Empedocles because it, in contrasting the 
daimones with the Blessed Ones, echoes a subtext in which the exiled 
Apollo, as distinct from the celestial Apollo, is, according to Plu- 
tarch, no more than a daimón.? If Plutarch asserts that Aeschylus is 
speaking in veiled terms about the exile of Apollo, when nothing of 
the kind appears in the Suppliant Women**—a surprising point—, the 
reason is not just that he 1s fathering his own ideas on demonology 
on to Aeschylus, but, in addition, that he is making a link between 
Apollo’s daimén and Apollo's sacred bird, viz. the hawk. The hawk 
that comes from the sky to kill provides him with the means to link 
the Suppliant Women to the line from Empedocles about the daimén 
who pollutes his limbs.” 

(5) In commentng on these lines of Empedocles, Plutarch takes care 
to separate, on one hand, the earthborn and mortal body (ynyevé&c 
Kai Ovntóv) made of blood (oio) and air (nvedua) from, on the 
other, the substance of the soul which is made neither of blood 
nor of air and has come from somewhere else (&AXoxó0ev: the 


where the polluting agent is understood: Jiad XVII 439, Aeschylus, Choephori 859, 
Plutarch, De esu I 993 D 8. See also examples where a verb synonymous with hvn 
is used, such as poAbvy in Diogenes Laertius, Lives, 7. 22. 3. In the Suppliant Women 
(line 225), the polluting agent (= the flesh of the doves) is not expressed either: éy8p@v 
ópotpov Kai Liavdovtev yévog. The word yévog in the accusative here plays the same 
part as ta yvîa in fr. 115.3.—On the other hand, numerous examples could be cited 
where the concrete agent is expressed (by means of an instrumental dative). 

% For Apollo in exile as daimón of the celestial Apollo see Plutarch, De defectu oraculorum, 
XV, 417 E-418 B; De Iside, XXV, 360 D-F See J. Hani, Plutarque, 1980, p. 250. 

% De exilio, 607.C.2—3: «o nepi uèv àv Aioyx0Aoc HviEato koi oneófAooev eináv. 

3 Plutarch is a virtuoso in the handling of quotations from literature. He quotes 
Aeschylus’ Suppliant Women—line 214 about Apollo—, bridges with a couple of words 
from Herodotus—eÜocouo. xeío0o—(Hist. IL.171. 4, 6), which in Herodotus provide 
a contrast with what the historian says on the subject of the daughters of Danaus 
(Hist. 11.171.7), in order to move on from there to what Empedocles says. Everything 
happens as if the exile of the daughters of Danaus, implicitly relayed via a quotation 
from Herodotus, provided the background of the exile of which Empedocles speaks. 
On some matters we must keep silent (ebotona keto00), but on the exile we may speak 
openly. Plutarch, distinguished writer and priest of Apollo that he was, had no doubt 
observed how skilfully Aeschylus had, through the mouth of Danaus, moved from the 
invocation of Apollo (Suppliant Women, 214) to the hawks that are associated with the 
god (line 224). In line 218 Danaus mentions a trident, which is the attribute of a god, 
without naming the god concerned (Poseidon); then he talks of Hermes (line 220), 
who is known to be a messenger god, and ends with the simile of the doves and the 
hawks in which it can be guessed that the hawk is the attribute and the messenger of 
a god: Apollo (Odyssey XV 526; cf Aeschylus, The Persians, 205-209). Danaus makes 
his prophecy. Under Apollo's auspices we have come full circle. 
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abode in the sky and the moon).?? Since the exile consists in moving 
from ‘somewhere else’ to ‘down here’, the presence of the blood 
that characterises an earthly body ‘down here’ seems in practice 
to be excluded from the ‘somewhere else’. The ttg who is involved 
in pollution by blood (piAa yota vn) would not then represent 
one of the Blessed, but rather some human being living down here 
on earth.” The pollution seems to be a feature of the exile, which 
takes the form of a flight (poBog) in the face of some threatening 
situation. Would it not be possible for one of the Blessed, rather 
than someone from down here, to pollute his limbs during a period 
on earth? Nothing in the fragments or in the testimonia gives any 
clear indication that one of the Blessed might for a moment have 
left his heavenly abode in order to kill some living creature or other 
on earth. It is therefore reasonable to conclude that one of the 
Blessed cannot pollute his limbs with blood. 

(6) Plutarch selects the lines that he quotes (1, 3, 5, 6, 13) according to 
the purpose of the commentary he wants to make on them.? He 
is offering consolation to the friend who has been banished from 


3 In ‘Empedocles revisited" (Ancient philosophy, 15, 1995, p. 444), D. O’Brien writes: 
‘But one of the few things we know for certain about the daimon is that it was not made of 
blood.’—That the Empedoclean daimones come from the sky (obpavoneteic) is once 
again stated by Plutarch in the De vitando aere alieno (830 F 3). In Empedocles the sky, 
the moon and the ether (ether first mentioned by name at fr. 115.9 and last mentioned 
at fr. 115.11) all exemplify a single Empedoclean root: air. 

37 The present line of argument takes account only of Plutarch. This would leave the 
evidence of Hippolytus (Refutatio VII. 29.13—17) out of the reckoning. I do not, however, 
believe that, in maintaining that the Sphairos is the place of the Blessed, Hippolytus 
faithfully represents the philosopher's thought. The elegant synthesis that presents the 
Sphairos as the intelligible world, and, into the bargain, as the place of the Blessed, 
seems to be a late invention that does not bear the hallmark of Empedocles. 

55 We have no grounds for believing that the story of the Titans devouring the 
young Dionysus, in the cave on Mount Ida in Crete, was known as early as the time of 
Empedocles, and so no reason to think that the philosopher-poet could have conceived 
of his Blessed Ones as Titans. Moreover, we cannot take too literally the connection 
Plutarch makes in the De exilio, when he follows up the exile of Apollo (Suppliant Women, 
214) with the exile of one of the Blessed (fr. 115). It would be temptng to deduce 
that the pollution incurred by some tig corresponds to a murder committed by Apollo 
(that of the Cyclopes, or of Python). But we know that Plutarch does not believe that 
the murderer of the Cyclopes or Python was Apollo. He thinks that the murderer is a 
daimón connected with Apollo, but not Apollo himself (Plutarch, De defectu oraculorum, 
XV, 417 E-418 B). What Plutarch says in De defectu oraculorum, 418 E, would refer to 
daimones on earth, an echo of fr. 115.3. 

39 Plutarch is aware of the existence of other lines that today form part of fr. 115, 
but which he does not refer to in the De exilio: lines 9-12 (See D. O’Brien, Pour interpréter 
Empédocle, 1981, p. 111). 
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Sardis. What he has to say echoes each of the lines of Empedocles. 
Now he says nothing at any time in his commentary about what 
his friend had done to trigger his exile. Whatever it was, we may 
well come to the conclusion that fr. 115.3 makes no reference to it. 

(7) Given that the De exilio takes the form of a consolatio it would not be 
suitable for line 3—the tenor of which implies guilt—to be directed 
against the friend from Sardis personally. We must suppose that 
the addressee 1s acquainted with the passage from which Plutarch 
quotes no more than scraps. As he read Plutarch's letter the friend 
would be able to recapture the spirit of what is merely hinted at“. 
He would thus register the idea that in the world in which he lives 
where Strife is on the increase—according to Empedocles—meat 
eating in particular is an everyday thing for those who live on 
earth." Line 3 would simply serve to remind him of this, without 
making the point in any way personal. 


An attempt to defend oóvo against these arguments might find support 
in something Plutarch says. In the De esu carnium (I, 996 B-C), Plutarch 
presents murders (oóvov), meat eating (Bpóoeog oopkóv) and can- 
nibalism (GAAnAogaytas) as reasons that explain why in Empedocles 
souls are punished and imprisoned in mortal bodies. If Plutarch had 
only mentioned murders, this would tell strongly for qóvo at fr. 115.3. 
A divine murder would still be possible. But Plutarch says too much. 
Meat eating and cannibalism upset things. It is difficult for fr. 115.3, 
all by itself, to accommodate these two additional elements and to put 
one of the Blessed at the heart of the action. It is all too clear that 
murders, the eating of meat and cannibalism are activities that take 
place on earth, for the eating of flesh is something inconceivable in a 
heavenly abode. In as much as Plutarch alludes to fr. 115.3 in the De 
esu carmum—as is generally supposed, though there is no certainty about 
it—the subject at the centre of the action in line 3—the ti¢—would be 
the daimón, the offender in flight, and not the Blessed One. The word 
oBw would reveal his relevance here. 

Too often the word qóvo goes hand in hand with the idea that the 
bloodshed involves the Blessed gods. G. Zuntz was well aware of this 


* On Plutarch and his readers, see D. O’Brien, ‘Empedocles: the wandering daimon 
and the two poems’, Aevum Antiquum, n.s. 1, 2001, p. 117. 

# Here are some passages that Plutarch’s friend might know: frr. 128, 136, 137, 
139 (d 5-6 MP). 
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difficulty with gov. In his view, murder among the Blessed is a thing 
impossible." The transgression would derive from the ‘acceptance’ by 
one of the Blessed of a blood-sacrifice made in his honour by human 
beings. The pollution that accounts for the exile would not, then, be 
bloodshed itself, which is the province of mere mortals, but contact 
with the savoury aroma from a blood-sacrifice—this at any rate is a 
possible extrapolation from what Zuntz says. The hypothesis, favoured 
by Zuntz, that the gods’ sharing in the sacrificial meat is the fault that 
triggers the exile is without real foundation, but on the other hand 
locating the bloody deed mentioned in line 3 (classically with qóvo 
but even then reading puñvn) among mere mortals seems to open up 
a fertile path along which to travel. The merit of goB@—in the sense 
of flight prompted by fear—is to force us to consider that the subject 
of line 3 is the being who is in exile, the daimôn, throughout his diverse 
incarnations. One of the Blessed cannot pollute his limbs (sc ‘with 
blood,’) in his heavenly abode. 

What appears as a reasonable deduction does, however, lead to a 
difficulty when it comes to interpretation. Numerous commentaries on 
fr. 115 locate the transgression of the Blessed in line 3—some indeed 
include line 4 (the perjury), but without jettisoning line 3. If line 3 is 
denied its ability to refer to one of the Blessed, a void opens up. The 
Blessed One’s supposedly indispensable fault disappears. And even 
if we admit the hypothetical line 4 and are prepared to grant that it 
concerns one of the Blessed, we shall then have great trouble in link- 
ing line 3 to line 4. 

Whatever difficulties there may be in identifying the fault that trig- 
gers the exile, the word @6B@ should remain in the text. Its explana- 
tion is to be found in the De exilio, an explanation that has its roots 
in a Homeric tradition which was taken over by Aeschylus and which 
makes sense in fr. 115. 


? G. Zuntz, Persephone: three essays on religion and thought in Magna Graecia, 
Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1971, p. 253. 

5 G. Zuntz, of. cit., p. 273: ‘One may imagine that he [= the Empedoclean god] accepted 
bloody sacrifice offered to him. The world of change could impinge upon the eternal and divine, if 
at all, by false worship.’ 
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PHILOLAUS AND THE CENTRAL FIRE 


Carl Huffman 
(DePauw University, Greencastle, Indiana) 


I. Introduction 


Philolaus’ decision to posit an unobserved and unobservable central 
fire in the middle of the cosmos is one of the most puzzling moments 
in early Greek cosmology.' The consequences of this decision were, 
eventually, epoch-making. Once the central fire takes over the central 
position, the earth becomes a planet for the first time in human 
thought. The innovation did not catch on immediately; most ancients 
continued to believe in a geocentric universe. Some two thousand years 
later, however, Copernicus, dissatisfied with the traditional geocentric 
cosmology which he had inherited, reports that he pored over the 
texts of his predecessors in order to find alternatives and in (pseudo-) 
Plutarch (Diels 1958 378) encountered the system of Philolaus who 
“held that the earth moved in a circle... and was one of the planets” 
(On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres I. 5, tr. Wallis). Copernicus 
was thus led by Philolaus, as he reports to Pope Leo, “to meditate on 
the mobility of the earth” (Preface to On the Revolutions of the Heavenly 
Spheres).? Copernicus focused on the mobility of the earth and ignored 


! Aristotle does not assign the central-fire cosmology to Philolaus by name but rather 
to the Pythagoreans as a group. He clearly dates these Pythagoreans to the time of the 
atomists or [a little] before, i.e. 420 (the floruit of Democritus) or 450. Aristotle's use of 
the expression *so-called Pythagoreans," which shows both that this was the common 
name for these thinkers and that Aristotle had some reservations about it, along with 
this dating makes clear that he is not assigning the system to Pythagoras himself (ca. 
570-ca. 490 BC). Aristotle appears to have found the systems of fifth-century Pythago- 
reans such as Philolaus and Eurytus similar enough that he chose to refer to them as a 
group. His pupil, Theophrastus, however, in his collection of Tenets of Natural Philosophy, 
which forms the basis for the later doxographical tradition, assigned the central-fire 
cosmology to Philolaus and to no one else (see Philolaus DK 44 A16). Fragments 7 and 
17 of Philolaus’ book also refer to that cosmology. Thus, we can assign the central-fire 
cosmology to Philolaus with some confidence. 

? Copernicus also noted that Nicetas (Hicetas), Ecphantus and Heraclides of Pontus, 
while not making the earth a planet, had made it revolve on its axis at the center of the 
world (On the Revolutions of the Spheres 1. 5). 
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the fact that, in Philolaus’ system, it was not the sun but the central fire 
around which the earth orbited. The evidence suggests, however, that 
Philolaus’ focus was more, or at least as much, on the central fire as the 
now mobile earth; the central fire is after all in the center and it was 
with the central fire that Philolaus began his cosmogony (DK 44 B7). 
In this essay, then, I will restore Philolaus’ emphasis and reexamine the 
significance of the central fire in his cosmogony and cosmology. 

This reexamination is inspired by Peter Kingsley's provocative 
analysis of Philolaus’ central fire in Chapters 13 and 14 of his book, 
Ancient Philosophy, Mystery and Magic. Kingsley argues that, although 
Philolaus was also influenced by “a planetary awareness inherited 
from Babylonia,” ...“the single most important factor in the genesis 
of the scheme as a whole” was Philolaus’ interpretation of a line from 
Homer's Zhad (VIII. 16), which describes the location of Tartarus: “as 
far under Hades as heaven is from earth” (1995 191). In Kingsley's 
view, the central fire is Tartarus, where Zeus imprisoned the Titans, and 
this in turn explains the names which the Pythagoreans, according to 
Aristotle, gave to the central fire, i.e., in Kingsley’s translation, “prison 
of Zeus” (Aio gvAaKH) and “defense-tower of Zeus” (Zavóg nópyoc). 
According to Kingsley, Philolaus inherited a view common in Greek 
Italy and Sicily, in which there were great fires under the earth, a view 
inspired by the volcanic activity in the region (e.g. Mt. Etna and the 
Phlegraean fields). Homer's verse leads Philolaus to associate these fires 
with Tartarus below the earth, and the planetary awareness inherited 
from Babylonia, along with the great distance of Tartarus below the 
earth in the verse, led Philolaus to project the fiery Tartarus outside 
the earth and place it at the center of his cosmos. Hades, which the 
Homeric verse places between the earth and Tartarus, is also projected 
outside the earth and becomes that second puzzling feature of Philolaus? 
system, the counter-earth, which like the central fire and Hades itself, 
according to the traditional etymology (tò ó1óég -Plato, Gorgias 493b), 
is invisible to those on earth (185-187). It has been recognized since 
Aristotle that the introduction of the central fire and the counter-earth 
and the concomitant moving earth had nothing to do with trying to 
save the phenomena but was based on a priori considerations of some 
sort. Kingsley rejects Aristotle's account of those considerations and 
proposes the startling conclusion that the Philolaic cosmology was a 
product of Philolaus’ meditation on and interpretation of what were 
for him “inspired texts" (1995 189), the poems of Homer. 
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Kingsley’s interpretation is based on a text that had not received 
much attention from earlier scholars in connection with Philolaus: a 
short passage from Anatolius’ third-century AD work, On the Decad 
(6. 3-13 Heiberg = Theologoumena arithmeticae 6.11—20 de Falco). Accord- 
ing to Kingsley’s view, this text reveals the equation of the central fire 
with Tartarus and the counter-earth with Hades; Kingsley then further 
supports this equation by reference to Aristotle’s report of the Pythago- 
rean names for the central fire as described above. Kingsley’s reading 
of the Anatolius text is ingenious, and his suggestion that the central 
fire 1s associated with Tartarus 1s powerful. At the same time, there 
are serious problems both with his analysis of the Anatolius passage 
and with his methodology in dealing with the evidence for Philolaus’ 
cosmological scheme as a whole. The central methodological problem is 
precisely that he does not deal with Philolaus’ system as a whole. There 
is considerable evidence not just about Philolaus’ cosmology but also 
about the cosmogony that generated it, both in the form of fragments 
from Philolaus’ book and in further testimonia from Aristotle and the 
doxographical tradition starting with Theophrastus. Kingsley makes 
little attempt to test his hypothesis about the central fire against this 
important information. It would be churlish to complain that he did 
not go on to give a detailed account of Philolaus’ entire system, when 
his remarks on it are part of a larger and quite different project on 
Empedocles. Nonetheless, any interpretation of the central fire should 
address the major pieces of evidence about its nature, and Kingsley 
focuses on the Anatolius passage without looking too much further. 
Even within the Anatolius passage itself, he focuses on the aspects that 
support his theory and leaves unremarked other aspects of the passage 
that raise questions about his interpretation. It is because of his focus 
on just selected aspects of the Anatolius passage and selected aspects 
of the tradition about the central fire that Kingsley is able to present 
his theory about the origin of Philolaus’ system in such a compelling 
way. Scholarship that tries to take account of all the major strands of 
evidence is inevitably less neat and less dramatic, so my story will not 
be as powerful, but I hope it will be more accurate. 

My goal in this essay, then, is to show the difficulties that Kingsley 
overlooks and to suggest that, while he has raised important questions 
about our understanding of the central fire, his account of its origin 
and nature fails. I will raise problems in five distinct areas. First, the idea 
that Philolaus’ conception of the central fire arose out of interpretation 
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of the Homeric poems, which he regarded as sacred texts, is not sup- 
ported by the evidence for early Pythagorean attitudes to Homer. 
Second, aspects of Anatolius’ text suggest that it is more likely to be 
describing a later Neopythagorean cosmological system than Philolaus’ 
system. Third, Kingsley’s critique of Aristotle’s explanation both of 
the counter-earth and of the central fire is flawed. Fourth, Kingsley’s 
interpretation of the expression A1dg @vAakn as the “prison of Zeus" 
is not borne out by the evidence for the usage of @vAaKn at the time 
when Philolaus wrote. Fifth, the idea that Philolaus’ conception of the 
central fire arose out of interpretation of Homer is difficult to reconcile 
with the role that the central fire plays in Philolaus’ cosmogony and 
cosmology as a whole. Finally, I will present my own account of the 
origin and nature of the central fire showing that it arose as a result of 
Philolaus’ unique development of themes in the Presocratic tradition 
of natural philosophy rather than from interpretation of Homer. At 
the same time, Kingsley’s emphasis on the Pythagorean names for the 
central fire rightly shows that Philolaus did indeed wed natural phi- 
losophy with a mythical cosmology, whose antecedents can be seen in 
the Pythagorean acusmata, although again the nature of that mythical 
cosmology is somewhat different than Kingsley supposes. 

Before turning to detailed examination of texts, it is important to note 
some broader interpretive issues. Kingsley develops his interpretation of 
the central fire in Chapter 13 but then goes on to diagnose the reason 
for the failure of previous interpretations in Chapter 14, which he labels 
“A History of Errors" (1995 195—213). In the course of this chapter he 
notes that, while Plato, Aristotle and scholarship depending on them 
distorted the meaning of the Pythagorean system, a later Christian 
tradition represented by Albertus Magnus, ‘Thomas Aquinas, and ‘Tobias 
Swinden got it right. This tradition got it right, because it had the same 
mythological outlook and thus the sympathy to read the Pythagorean 
system correctly. This similarity of outlook and sympathy derives from 
the fact that both the Christian tradition and the Pythagorean tradition 
are ultimately based on the same source, a Babylonian tradition of the 
second and early first millennium BC, according to which gods were 
bound in the underworld by Marduk (1995 210). Kingsley thus seems 
to be suggesting that, for correct interpretation of a classical text, it 1s 
more important that the interpreter share a similarity of outlook with 
the tradition which he is interpreting than that he be skilled in logical 
analysis and argument. 
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'This conception of correct interpretation is part of a broader view 
of western culture which Kingsley adopts. In his view “one of the 
great lessons of western intellectual culture" is that “argument is more 
important than appreciation, reinterpretation an easy substitute for 
understanding" (1995 198). ‘That lesson was taught in particular by Plato 
and Aristotle, on whom Kingsley is particularly severe. He talks of “the 
veils of mystification and misunderstanding thrown over the subject by 
Plato and Platonists, Aristotle and Aristotelians” (1995 205). In Aristotle’s 
case, in particular, Kingsley is clear that these misunderstandings are the 
result of “an almost malicious abandon” as well as “careless exegesis” 
(1995 200). He asserts that with Aristotle the chances of understanding 
Philolaus “changed from bad to worse,” because “all he cared about 
was to refute the scheme” (1995 198). Modern scholarship’s problem 
has been “to drink without precaution from a tainted stream,” i.e. Plato 
and Aristotle and the tradition depending on them, rather than turning 
to sources which give sympathetic readings of the Pythagorean texts, 
such as Albertus Magnus (1995 213). To some extent this criticism of 
modern scholarship is puzzling, since that scholarship has devoted itself 
to criticism of Aristotle and Plato as sources, but Kingsley clearly is 
calling for something more radical. It is not quite clear what it is, how- 
ever. Kingsley himself uses Aristotle and Plato as sources throughout his 
presentation and submits their evidence to the same sorts of criticism 
as most other scholars, i.e. he is participating in western intellectual 
culture’s use of argument to evaluate sources. His claim that correct 
interpretation is based on appreciation and understanding seems to call 
upon scholars to adopt as much as possible the same assumptions as the 
author whom they are interpreting, Surely it is good method to try to 
see things from the perspective of the author you are interpreting, but 
there are difficulties with Kingsley’s stance. First, he is confident that 
he has drunk the blood of the true Pythagoreans and that Aristotle 
and Plato have not, but one might well object that Plato and Aristotle 
were raised in a culture that is much closer to the world of ancient 
Pythagoreanism. Second, while appreciation must be the first step, criti- 
cal evaluation is the necessary second step. Finally, how is it that we are 
to be sure that we are adopting the correct framework from which to 
appreciate Pythagoreanism? If we do not try to derive this framework 
from critical examination of the sources, how do we get it and how do 
we know that we have attained it? In the end Kingsley is relying on an 
appeal to authority. If our interpretation is in accord with the ancient 
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Babylonian tradition which Kingsley venerates, it is correct; if not, it 1s 
a symptom of the tainted stream of western intellectual culture. Yet, it 
seems unfair to saddle Kingsley with this view, because he can himself 
engage ably in the western tradition of argument. There does seem to 
be a serious conflict between Kingsley’s practice as a scholar and his 
contempt for the traditions of western scholarship. I will return briefly 
to these broader interpretive issues at the end but will now turn to the 
specifics of Kingsley’s account of the central fire. 


IL The Pythagoreans and Homer 


If Kingsley were right that Philolaus generated his concept of the 
central fire and counter-earth out of interpretation of the text of 
Homer, it would be the sole example of Philolaus or any other pre- 
Platonic Pythagorean treating Homer in this way. In order to see how 
unprecedented Kingsley’s proposed relationship between Philolaus 
and Homer is, it is necessary to examine the relationship between 
the Pythagoreans and Homer in some detail.’ Kingsley is right, 


* Kingsley reported that “strong suspicions” had already been raised that Philolaus 
was involved in the allegorical interpretation of Homer (1995 192). The only evidence 
given for these suspicions are four lines of a footnote in Detienne’s work (1962 80 n. 3). 
In his text Detienne notes that, in a passage of Alexander of Aphrodisias, which prob- 
ably derives from Aristotle’s book on the Pythagoreans (fr. 162; 412.14ff Gigon), the 
number seven, which is not generated by any of the first ten numbers nor generates 
any of them, is associated with Athena as having neither a mother nor a father. In part 
of a long footnote to this passage, Detienne refers to testimonium A12 of Philolaus, 
in which the number seven is associated with mind and health, and he points out that 
Roscher thought that this connection between seven and mind referred to an etymology, 
in which interpreters of Homer associated Athena with mind (Cratylus 407a). The argu- 
ment is thus that, since interpreters of Homer are reported to have identified Athena 
with mind, and Philolaus identified the number seven with mind and according to Aris- 
totle the Pythagoreans identified seven with Athena, Philolaus also identified Athena 
with mind and is one of these interpreters of Homer, who associated Athena with mind. 
If testimonium A12 were genuine evidence for Philolaus, this argument would still be a 
very roundabout way of connecting Philolaus with interpretation of Homer and at best 
could be described as slightly suggestive. It was already recognized by Burkert, however, 
that A12 1s not genuine evidence for Philolaus, since it is inconsistent with the reliable 
evidence we have for fifth-century Pythagoreanism; it is instead a product of the later 
Platonizing tradition (1972 247). The arguments against the authenticity of A12 are 
even stronger than Burkert thought and it 1s inconsistent with the genuine fragment 13 
(Huffman 1993 356—359). In the very same fragment of Aristotle cited by Detienne to 
show that for the Pythagoreans Athena was associated with the number seven, mind 
is connected not to seven, as it is in A12, but to the number | (fr. 162; p. 413.6 Gi- 
gon), which is still further evidence against the authenticity of A12. Thus, the "strong 
suspicions” raised by Detienne amount to nothing. 
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to be sure, that the evidence does not show that the Pythagoreans 
*were totally hostile to Homer and refused to have anything to do 
with interpreting his poems." On the other hand, the evidence does 
not support even Kingsley's milder conclusion that “pre-Platonic 
Pythagoreans concerned themselves with detailed interpretation of 
Homer" (1995 192), let alone his provocative claim that Philolaus was 
“a consciousness prepared to view the Homeric poems as inspired texts” 
(1995 189). Neopythagoreanism played a clear role in later allegorical 
interpretations of Homer; allegorists in the first centuries AD found 
the Pythagorean doctrines of the harmony of the spheres (Heraclitus, 
Homeric Questions 12.2-13.1) and metempsychosis (pseudo-Plutarch, 
On the Life of Homer 122), among others, in the Homeric poems (see 
further Lamberton 1986 37#). Scholars have therefore been anxious 
to find evidence for Pythagorean work on Homer in the pre-Platonic 
period. Earlier scholars such as Delatte (1915) and Detienne (1962) 
attempted to show many instances of early Pythagorean interpretation 
of Homer, but more recent scholarship has recognized that they were 
not "sufficiently critical" (Richardson 1975 74). As Kingsley himself 
admits, the evidence for the early period is “thin on the ground” (1995 
192). Lamberton concluded that regarding Pythagorean interpretation 
of Homer “there is no single interpretive idea that can be dated with 
certainty to [the pre-Platonic period]" (1986 35) and that the evidence 
for early Pythagorean allegorical readings of Homer “is slim at best” 
(1986 43). 

Perhaps because of frustration at the lack of evidence, even careful 
scholars have had a tendency to read too much into the evidence that 
does exist. Thus, despite the cautious remarks quoted above, Lamber- 
ton draws the startling conclusion that “there is little doubt that in 
early Pythagoreanism the /had and Odyssey were indeed used as sacred 
books—as sources both of magical incantations and moral exempla” 
(1995 35). On the contrary, the evidence should lead us to have very 
great doubts as to whether the Homeric poems were regarded as sacred 
texts by the Pythagoreans. Before reevaluating the evidence for early 
Pythagorean connections to the Homeric poems, it is important to note 
that it was inevitable that there be some sort of connection. Homer’s 
dominance in Greek culture made it impossible for any thinker with 
pretensions to wisdom to avoid adopting some stance in relation to 
Homer. We need only think of Xenophanes and Plato as two of the 
most striking examples. Someone like Pythagoras, who set himself up as 
a teacher and a wise man, will have had something to say about Homer. 
As the examples of Xenophanes and Plato again show, however, having 
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something to say about Homer is a far different thing from regarding 
the Homeric poems as sacred texts or generating one's philosophical 
system from them. 

Lamberton and Richardson conveniently identify the most significant 
evidence for the connection of Pythagoras and early Pythagoreanism 
to Homer.* There are five basic pieces of evidence: 1) late sources 
(Iamblichus VP 111 and Porphyry VP 32) report that Pythagoras 
used verses of Homer and Hesiod to correct the soul; 2) in his sup- 
posed speech to the young men at Croton, Pythagoras used the story 
of ‘Troy as a cautionary tale about the disastrous results of Paris’ (or 
Helen’s?) intemperance (Iamblichus VP 42); 3) both Iamblichus (VP 11) 
and Porphyry (VP 1—2) report that one of Pythagoras' teachers was a 
descendant of Creophylus, the friend of Homer; 4) fourth-century BC 
accounts (Heraclides in D.L. VIIL4 and Dicaearchus fr. 42 Mirhady) 
of Pythagoras! reincarnations include Euphorbus, which seems to be 
an allusion to Homer's story of Euphorbus’ connection to Apollo in 
killing Hector (liad XVI. 849; Burkert 1972 139-141); 5) Hieronymus of 
Rhodes in the third century reports that Pythagoras saw the shades 
of Homer and Hesiod in Hades being punished for their portrayals of 
the gods (D.L. VIIL21). 

None of these reports can with confidence be regarded as reflecting 
Pythagorean attitudes of the sixth and fifth century, although some 
are more problematic than others. Report 5 portrays Pythagoras as 
hostile to Homer on grounds similar to those of Plato (R. 377d f£) and 
Xenophanes (DK 21 B11). The parallel with his contemporary Xeno- 
phanes shows that such a view was possible for Pythagoras, although 
the similarity with Plato raises the possibility that this is a Platonic view 
being assigned back to Pythagoras (Burkert 1972 156). Reports 1-4 all 
reflect a positive attitude towards Homer, but the question is always 
whether it is the attitude of Pythagoras and early Pythagoreans or later 


* A Porphyrian scholion (H. Schrader 1880-1890 I 241.9-10) tells us that the use 
of moral and physical allegory to defend Homer against those who attacked his pre- 
sentation of the gods goes back to the time of Theagenes of Rhegium, who was active 
around 525 BC. Because Theagenes was active in Rhegium in southern Italy shortly af- 
ter Pythagoras arrived in the not too distant Croton, some scholars have argued that this 
allegorical interpretation of Homer arose because of Pythagorean influence (see Lam- 
berton 1986 311ff for a discussion). This is a particularly egregious use of the fallacious 
‘argument from proximity,’ according to which any idea that arises in southern Italy or 
Sicily 1s supposed to be Pythagorean, simply because Pythagoreans were active in that 
region at that time. There is no evidence connecting Theagenes to the Pythagoreans. 
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authors and what the implications of the positive attitude are. Report 3 
is an attempt to associate Pythagoras with the wisdom of Homer, just 
as parallel reports connect him to Ionian natural philosophy by making 
him the pupil of Anaximander and cosmogonical speculation by making 
him the pupil of Pherecydes (Riedweg 2005 8). It is of course possible 
that some of these connections are historical, but, since Pythagoras 1s 
made the pupil of someone in each of the major wisdom traditions in 
Greece, we must be skeptical about report 3 as evidence for Pythago- 
ras’ historical dependence on the Homeric tradition without further 
corroboration. Report 2 is unlikely to go back to Pythagoras himself, 
since the speeches that he supposedly delivered at Croton are likely to 
be later fabrications (Burkert 1972 115 n. 38). Even if Pythagoras did 
see the Trojan war as a cautionary tale about the dangers of the lack 
of self-control, however, such an interpretation required no detailed 
reading of the Homeric poems on Pythagoras’ part; indeed it presup- 
poses no specific reference to Homer at all, since it appeals to nothing 
more than a basic familiarity with the Trojan saga. 

Point 1 does refer specifically to the texts of the Homeric poems, in 
that certain verses are said to be used in order to correct the soul. If 
this practice does go back to Pythagoras, it admits of a wide range of 
interpretations and need hardly suggest that the Homeric poems as a 
whole were regarded as sacred. There is evidence that verses of Homer 
were used as magical incantations (Dillon and Hershbell 1991 135; they 
refer to Betz 1985 47, 54, 76 and 260 for examples of the magical use 
of Homeric verses), and this might be the sort of correction of the soul 
to which allusion is being made. It may also be, however, that, just as 
certain modes of music were regarded as soothing, so certain passages 
of the poems were regarding as influencing the soul in certain ways, 
because of their meter or subject matter. As the later tradition noted, 
Achilles himself uses heroic verse to soothe his soul (Richardson 1975 
75). Either interpretation of the passage would be perfectly consistent 
with regarding other passages in the poems as influencing the soul in a 
negative way, and hence neither leads to the conclusion that Homeric 
verse per se had any special status. 

Moreover, there are serious doubts once again that this report is evi- 
dence for early Pythagoreanism. It is true that DK (58 D1) assign the 
passage to Aristoxenus, who is a relatively early source; Aristoxenus is not 
mentioned in the passage, however, and the editor of the fragments of 
Aristoxenus, Wehrli, did not include this passage among the fragments 
of Aristoxenus. The grounds for the ascription to Aristoxenus are very 
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weak: Fr. 26 (Wehrli) of Aristoxenus reports that the Pythagoreans prac- 
ticed purification of the body through medicine and the soul through 
music. On this basis DK assign the whole discussion of the treatment 
of the body and soul in this passage of Iamblichus to Aristoxenus, but 
obviously, even if the basic idea of using music to purify the soul is 
attested as early as Aristoxenus, this in no way shows that specifics of 
the passage in Iamblichus, such as the use of verses from Homer and 
Hesiod go back to Aristoxenus. The parallel passage in Porphyry (VP 
32) shows, moreover, that both Porphyry and Iamblichus are likely to 
have derived the specific detail concerning the use of verses from Homer 
from Antonius Diogenes, since Porphyry cites Diogenes as his source 
shortly before. Antonius Diogenes (first or second century AD) 1s one 
of the least reliable sources for Pythagoras, since his work The Wonders 
Beyond Thule was a novel in 24 books rather than anything resembling 
history. He reports the story of Pythagoras' father Mnesarchus finding 
a miraculous child nourished by dew dripping from a tree (Porphyry VP 
10). It is sall possible that Diogenes derived the report about Pythagoras' 
use of Homeric verses from a reliable early source, but it 1s equally 
likely that he invented it to serve his literary purposes. 

Point 4 represents the best evidence for use of a specific Homeric text 
by Pythagoras. Once again the stories according to which Pythagoras 
claimed to have been Euphorbus date only to the fourth century, and 
the variations in these stories show that there was no canonical ver- 
sion of Pythagoras’ previous lives at that time (Burkert 1972 138). It 
is, nonetheless, quite plausible that the claim that Pythagoras had been 
Euphorbus was an appeal to Homer's verses in the Jiad, where the 
dying Patroklos chides Hektor by pointing out that it was fate, Apollo, 
and Euphorbus who were responsible for his death and that Hektor 
was only the third to strike him. If fate counts as one of the killers, 
then, as Kerényi pointed out, it may be that Apollo and Euphorbus 
are being equated, so that the claim that Pythagoras was Euphorbus 
was an indirect way of claiming that he was Apollo (1950 19). Again 
we cannot be sure whether Pythagoras himself made this suggestion 
or whether it was made by later followers. Even if it was Pythagoras, 
it is yet again the case that such a use of this passage in Homer shows 
only that Pythagoras could use a Homeric text for his own purposes 
and in no way shows that he regarded the Homeric poems as a whole 
as an important source for his philosophy or that he regularly engaged 
in Homeric exegesis. 
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Some of the most reliable evidence for early Pythagoreanism 1s the 
oral sayings known as acusmata, which were preserved by Aristotle in 
his treatise on the Pythagoreans, fragments of which are preserved 
in later authors. Both these acusmata, and some of the testimonia for 
Philolaus, show that the Pythagoreans applied names from Greek myth 
and religion to aspects of the physical world. Philolaus’ description 
of the central fire as the garrison of Zeus, which Kingsley interprets 
so suggestively (see further below), is an example of this, as is the 
description of the planets as the hounds of Persephone or the sea as 
the tears of Cronus (Porphyry VP 41 = Aristotle fr. 159 Gigon). It 
is surely significant that there is nothing in the acusmata or in any of 
Aristotle’s testimony about the Pythagoreans, or indeed in the fragments 
and testimonia for Philolaus, that suggests any significant connection 
to the Homeric poems. Richardson notes that while this material does 
not involve interpretation of Homer, such uses of myth are suitable 
background from which the allegorical interpretation of Homer could 
develop (1975 75-76). There is truth in this. It is important to note, 
however, that this Pythagorean use of myth 1s not necessarily allegorical. 
What the Pythagoreans seem to be doing in these cases is showing the 
significance of certain religious ideas such as punishment of sinners 
by connecting them to parts of the cosmos. 

A prudent evaluation of the evidence thus shows that there were 
traditions suggesting both a positive and a negative attitude towards 
Homer on the part of Pythagoras and the early Pythagoreans. The 
evidence is both meager in amount and, as we have seen, of doubtful 
provenance, so that it is impossible to agree with Lamberton that there 
is “considerable” evidence for early Pythagorean concern with Homer 
(1986 43). Of the points suggesting positive use of the Homeric poems, 
only point 4 can be regarded with any confidence as going back to 
early Pythagoreanism; even this point is far from certain. Points 1 and 
3 are quite unlikely to reflect early Pythagorean attitudes. Even if all of 
points 1—4 were taken as going back to Pythagoras, they indicate only 
that Pythagoras used certain Homeric texts for his own purposes, as do 
most figures in the Greek literary and philosophical tradition. There is 
no indication that Homer was unusually important for the Pythagoreans 
or that the Homeric poems were regarded as sacred texts, from which 
Pythagoreans derived their philosophy. It seems then very problematic 
to suppose, as Kingsley does, that interpretation of a line of Homer 
was "the single most important factor in the genesis" of the Philolaic 
cosmological scheme. The improbable, of course, can be true, so it is 
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now time to turn to the evidence that Kingsley cites to suggest that 
interpretation of Homer did play this central role for Philolaus. 


Il. The Text in Anatolius 


Anatolius’ On the Decad has been preserved complete in the manuscript 
tradition (Heiberg 1900), but excerpts from it are also preserved 
along with excerpts from Nicomachus' lost Theology of Arithmetic in 
the anonymous treatise Theologoumena Arithmeticae (de Falco 1922). On 
the Decad deals 1n order with the first ten numbers, presenting their 
mathematical characteristics and, above all, the epithets ascribed to 
them in the Pythagorean tradition (on Anatolius see O’Meara 1989 
23-25). As Kingsley notes, Anatolius is “not writing a continuous 
piece of logically consistent argument, but presenting an anthology of 
philosophical theories about each of the numbers he discusses” (1995 
183). Most of the material collected by Anatolius does not belong to early 
Pythagoreanism but is a product of the Platonizing Neopythagorean 
tradition (see below). In drawing on material from Anatolius to interpret 
early Pythagoreans such as Philolaus, it is thus crucial to make sure that 
the material does in fact reflect early Pythagorean ideas rather than 
later Neopythagorean ones. 

The text in question (Heiberg 6.3—6) is part of Anatolius’ presentation 
of the characteristics and epithets of the number one. The Pythagoreans 
(oi IToBoryópetot) are introduced into this discussion a few lines before 
(Heiberg 5.19), where they are said to call the monad “mind” and to 
liken it to “the one, the intelligible god, the ungenerated, beautiful 
itself, good itself...” These Pythagoreans are clearly Platonizing 
Neopythagoreans and not early Pythagoreans, since they work with 
the language and concepts of Plato’s theory of forms. This is most 
clear in 5.21 (Heiberg) with the terms “beautiful itself” (adtoKaA@) 
and “good itself” (abvtoaya86). The latter appears once in Aristotle 
(Metaph. 996a28) but becomes common in the Neopythagorean and 
Neopythagorean tradition with Numenius (fr. 16 etc.) and Plotinus 
(I. 8[51]. 13. 8) as well as the commentators on Aristotle. The former 
may appear for the first time here in Anatolius, although it is also found 
in Plotinus (I. 8[51]. 13. 10) and frequently later in Proclus. Anatolius 
goes on to list a number of other ways in which the Pythagoreans 
conceived the One (étt €voovv—5.23-6.1) and then adds still further 
conceptualizations of the One (ét1 &nevóovv—6.1—6.3) ending with the 
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epithets "ship, chariot, friend, life and happiness" immediately before 
our text. It is thus clear that Anatolius himself 1s making no clear 
distinctions among Pythagoreans and is just presenting a compilation 
of Pythagorean views on the One. It is possible that Philolaus' views 
about the central fire are preserved as part of this compilation, but the 
clearly Neopythagorean character of the material leading up to the 
passage on which Kingsley focuses should make us very cautious. 

Anatolius himself does not mark a sharp break between the Neopy- 
thagorean material and the section Kingsley thinks applies to Philolaus. 
He adds the new material with the words “in addition to these things 
they say that...” which clearly show that he thought what followed was 
of a piece with the Neopythagorean material which preceded. Here is 
the passage on which Kingsley focuses: 


In addition to these things they say that in the middle of the four ele- 
ments is placed a certain henadic fiery cube, the middle position of which 
[they say that] Homer also knew when he said: “as far beneath Hades 
as heaven 1s from earth” [//ad VIII. 17]. In these respects at least, both 
Empedocles, Parmenides and their followers and also pretty nearly the 
majority of the wise men of old seem to follow the Pythagoreans, saying 
that the monadic nature is established in the center in the fashion of a 
hearth and remains in the same position because of equipoise. Indeed 
Euripides, since he had become the pupil of Anaxagoras, describes the 
earth thus: “the wise among mortals consider you to be a hearth.” [fr. 
944 Nauck] 


Kingsley gives a number of reasons for regarding the first three lines 
as a reference to Philolaus. First the system being described in these 
lines clearly has something fiery in the middle, which, at least prima 
facie, is an apt description of the central fire in Philolaus’ cosmos. A 
point that Kingsley does not make but which speaks in favor of his 
interpretation is that this fiery thing in the middle is described as 
“henadic,” i.e. unitary. The term henadic clearly belongs to later Greek. 
Its use here in Anatolius is the earliest recorded and the next earliest 
uses belong to Didymus the Blind in the 4th century AD and Proclus in 
the 5th. Nonetheless, in Fragment 7, Philolaus says “the first thing fitted 
together, the one in the center of the sphere, is called the hearth.” The 
reference to the hearth makes clear that he is talking about the central 
fire with which his cosmogony began and he describes it as tò ëv êv tô 
uéoo, which could well have led to its description as evaducdg in later 
Greek, so the description of the fiery thing in the center as £vaótkóg 
is consistent with its being a reference to Philolaus. 
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The most interesting part of Kingsley's argument is still to come. If 
the Homeric verse, which Anatolius says that the Pythagoreans quoted 
to show that Homer too recognized the central position of the fiery 
cube, was used by Philolaus to support his system, a series of interesting 
correspondences arise. Since the verse 1s quoted to support the middle 
position of the fiery cube, the reference to Tartarus with which the 
verse begins could reasonably be taken to correspond to the fiery thing 
in the center. If this is so, then the Homeric verse would suggest that 
above this is next Hades and then the earth and finally the heaven. In 
Philolaus’ system there is indeed a body between the central fire and 
the earth, the mysterious counter-earth, which would thus be equated 
with the Homeric Hades. Kingsley emphasizes that we should not be 
surprised by this equivalence of Hades and the counter-earth (1995 
186-187). One of the central features of the counter-earth is its invis- 
ibility and the name Hades was often etymologized as what is unseen 
(tò à&i6ég -Plato, Gorgias 493c; Kingsley 1995 186). Kingsley also gives 
some evidence which suggests that Hades could be viewed as a counter- 
earth, where things are the reverse of what they are on earth. This 
evidence is not completely convincing, because most of it is, in fact, 
drawn from other cultures.” 

There are some other problems in supposing that the Philolaic system 
was generated out of this verse of Homer. Although Kingsley does 
not mention this in his discussion of the application of the verse to 
Philolaus’ central fire, Homer does not describe Tartarus as fiery but 
rather as ‘misty’ or ‘murky; the Greek word is nepoevto, which sug- 
gests a connection to the later element air rather than to fire. One of 
the central points of Kingsley's book is that Tartarus was regarded as 
fiery in some traditions (e.g. 1995 185), so that we could suppose that 
the Pythagoreans who quoted the Homeric verse were quoting it for 
the spatial arrangement of Tartarus, Hades and earth and grafting onto 


$ Burkert 1972 348 refers to Lévy-Bruhl 1966 303ff and Kingsley adds to this a refer- 
ence to Harva 1938 347-349, but this is all comparative evidence, which is suggestive 
but not conclusive. The only evidence from Greek views of Hades, which is cited by 
Kingsley or his references to support the idea that things in Hades are the reverse of 
things on earth, is one line in a fragment of Pindar describing the pious in Hades (129): 
"for them shines the might of the sun below during the night here." The fragment does 
not go on to suggest any other reversals, however, and it 1s striking that neither Kingsley 
nor Burkert, whom he cites, can find other parallels in the rather extensive accounts of 
the underworld in Greek literature. 
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it their own conception of a fiery Hades in place of Homer’s concep- 
tion of a misty one. This is possible, but then it is harder to see how 
Philolaus derived his cosmology from the Homeric verse as Kingsley 
suggests, since on Kingsley’s description Philolaus is altering Homer’s 
system in light of non-Homeric preconceptions. Again, if directly 
applied to Philolaus’ system of ten heavenly bodies arranged around 
the central fire, as Kingsley suggests, the Homeric verse would suggest 
that the distance from the counter-earth (= Hades) to the central fire 
(= Tartarus) was equal to the distance from the earth to the heaven. 
Thus the distance between the center and the first heavenly body would 
be equal to the distance from the second body to the tenth. We do 
not know for sure how Philolaus conceived of the distances between 
his heavenly bodies but the one suggested by the Homeric verse would 
be wildly unbalanced, with seven heavenly bodies crammed into the 
space between earth and heaven and no heavenly bodies between the 
central fire and the counter-earth, although this distance is equal to 
that between the earth and heaven. 

There are thus difficulties with the application of the Homeric verse 
to Philolaus’ system, but Kingsley’s basic point works reasonably well: 
the Homeric verse with Tartarus at the bottom, followed by Hades and 
then earth could be made to correspond to the Philolaic central fire in 
the middle, above which is first the counter-earth and then the earth. 
As we have seen, these connections do not fall immediately out of the 
Homeric verse itself, however, and they only become plausible, if we 
have evidence that Philolaus did apply the verse to his system. How 
certain 1s it that the system with the unitary fiery cube in the center, 
to which the Homeric verse was applied, 1s the central fire cosmology 
of Philolaus? 

Although Kingsley has put forward some good arguments in support 
of the contention that the passage in Anatolius is evidence for Philolaus' 
cosmology, there are a number of other points, which Kingsley does not 
address, which make it more likely that Anatolius is not talking about 
Philolaus but rather a later Neopythagorean modification of Philolaus' 
cosmology, which is described by Plutarch among others. First, it is 
important to emphasize an obvious point. Anatolius never refers to 
Philolaus by name and always talks in terms of Pythagoreans in the 
plural. This point must be tempered by the knowledge that, begin- 
ning with Aristotle, it was common for commentators not to identify 
specific Pythagorean thinkers by name but rather to talk of what the 
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Pythagoreans as a group said. Aristotle’s pupil, Theophrastus, does 
explicitly assign the central-fire cosmology to Philolaus (DK 44 A16) 
and such an ascription is supported by the fragments of Philolaus’ 
book (DK 44 B7), but later commentators may well follow Aristotle’s 
practice and discuss the central-fire cosmology as the work of the 
Pythagoreans as a group. Nonetheless, the lack of a specific ascription 
to Philolaus by Anatolius, as well as the Neopythagorean tone of the 
context, should give us pause about relying on this passage to provide 
the key to Philolaus’ cosmology, as Kingsley does, and certainly raises 
the possibility that he is not talking about Philolaus at all. 

There are three important features of Anatolius’ text that Kingsley 
does not explain. First and most importantly, he gives no explanation of 
and indeed does not comment at all on one of the most striking things 
about Anatolius’ report: his description of what is in the center as a 
cube. There is nothing in the fragments of Philolaus or in Aristotle’s 
account of the central-fire cosmology which would suggest that the 
central fire was thought of as a cube. Indeed, since Philolaus calls the 
central fire the hearth (£otia) in fragment 7, the normal expectation 
is that it would be circular, since Hestia was associated with a circular 
hearth (Vernant 1983 127ff, esp. 146-147). A second and more subtle 
discrepancy between Anatolius’ report and the evidence for Philolaus 
can be found in Anatolius’ description of what is in the middle as fiery 
(6wXrtopov) rather than as a fire. In the accounts of Philolaus’ cosmology 
in Aristotle and in the doxographical tradition stemming from Aristotle’s 
pupil Theophrastus, the central fire is always described as tò np, ‘the 
fire’ (Philolaus DK 44 A21) and then sometimes specified as rt tod 
uéoov (De Caelo 293a18ff) or £v éco nepi tò KEvtpov (A16) or uéoov 
(A17). Anatolius’ adjective ddnvpozg (‘fiery’) is not used in descriptions of 
Philolaus’ system, but it is used in the doxographical tradition to describe 
Anaxagoras’ sun as a ‘fiery mass’ (Sianvpov uvôpov—D.L. II.8.1) or 
‘fiery rock’ (nétpov—Diels 1958 349.6-7). Thus, Anatolius’ use of the 
adjective ôtärvpos rather than the noun np, while certainly possible as 
a description of the central fire, makes more sense as a description, not 
of a fire, but of some other sort of body which is fiery. Finally, whereas 
Philolaus talks of the hearth “in the center of the sphere" (DK 44 B7), 
Anatolius uses the very odd expression “center of the four elements.” 
Kingsley (1995 184) does not explain the expression and treats it as 
equivalent to ‘the center of the universe; this is not implausible, but 
there 1s no trace of an emphasis on four elements in the fragments of 
Philolaus or in Aristotle's reports of fifth-century Pythagoreanism, so 
the expression remains puzzling. 
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Is there a better fit than Philolaus’ central fire for Anatolius’ “henadic 
fiery cube" located around “the middle of the four elements"? Yes. 
There are many Pythagorean cosmological schemes in circulation by 
the time of Anatolius, some are geocentric, but there was at least one 
which was a later modification of the Philolaic scheme. This system, 
which is described by Plutarch (De an. proc. 1028b), has a central fire, 
but the sun, rather than being the seventh body, after the fixed stars and 
five planets, orbiting the central fire, as it was in Philolaus’ system (DK 
44 A16 and Aristotle fr. 162 Gigon), is instead the fifth body into the 
system, after the fixed stars, Saturn, Jupiter and Mars. In this system, 
the original Philolaic system has been contaminated by the ordering 
of the planets around a central earth (earth, moon, Mercury, Venus, 
sun, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn, fixed stars), which became canonical in later 
texts but which cannot be documented earlier than Archimedes, in the 
third century BC (Burkert 1972 318). The system described by Plutarch 
has striking similarities to the Anatolius passage. 

First, as Cherniss notes (1976 323), a number of ancient sources 
indicate that one of the goals of this ordering of the planets 1s pre- 
cisely to give the sun a middle position, in this case a position in the 
middle of the heavenly bodies arranged between the fixed stars and 
the earth; the sun is flanked by Saturn, Jupiter and Mars on one side 
and Venus, Mercury and the moon on the other. Thus Philo (Who is 
the Heir? 222-223) describes the sun in this system as central (uéooc) 
and as having the central position (uéonv...xópaov). As was shown 
above, the sun, unlike Philolaus’ central fire, is also usually referred to 
as ‘fiery’ rather than as a fire (e.g. D. L. IL.12.6). This later ordering of 
the planets was common in astrological texts (see Burkert 1972 318); in 
such texts the sun is described as having the fourth position which 1s 
described by two of the adjectives used by Anatolius: it is both central 
and fiery (uecotatnv dianvpov—Paul of Alexandria—Anacephalaeosis 
XXIIL.16). Moreover, in late Pythagorean numerology as reported by 
John the Lydian in De Mensibus (IL.4.19f£), the sun has close connec- 
tions to the unit and the monad so that Anatolius’ adjective ‘unitary’ 
(evadiK0c) fits it well.? Here then is another system with something fiery 


ê Lydus reports that the monad is said to be a reference to Apollo understood as 
the one sun (tov éva Mov). Pythagoras is reported to have called the monad son of 
Hyperion ("Ynepiovióng), and the son of Hyperion is, of course, Helios, the sun. Again 
Lydus reports that the sun was taken as a reference to the monad as being an image of 
it. If the sun is the image of the monad and the unit (tò ëv), surely it can be described 
as ‘unitary’ (évowóc). 
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and unitary in a middle position, which is not Philolaus’ central fire. 
This is just the beginning, however. 

Most striking of all, the fiery sun in this later ordering of the planets, 
when grafted onto the central-fire cosmology as described in Plutarch, 
receives precisely the epithet Anatolius uses of the fiery central body 
and which was inexplicable on the assumption he was talking about 
Philolaus; it is called a cube. In his discussion of this modified central- 
fire system, Plutarch (De an proc. 1028bf£) explains that, if we move out 
from the central fire and assign each body a number that 1s a power of 
three, the counter-earth will be 3, the earth 9, the moon 27, Mercury 
81, Venus 243 and the sun 729. He then notes that the sun 1s thus 
both a square (27 x 27 = 729) and a cube (9 x 9 x 9 = 729). The 
crucial point is that Plutarch adds the comment that because of this 
numerical property “they sometimes call the sun square and cube” 
(tov TjÀiov Éotiv öte tetpåyovov Kai kopov). Thus, the epithet ‘cube’ 
is assigned to the sun because of its position in this Neopythagorean 
modification of the Philolaic cosmology. The sun in this system thus 
matches Anatolius’ description better than the central fire in the system 
of Philolaus does in two important ways: it is described as fiery rather 
than as a fire and it is called a cube, as the central fire is not. 

Moreover, it is in terms of the system in which the sun was put in 
the middle of the planets, namely the system that was grafted on to the 
central-fire cosmology in the passage of Plutarch, that it is also possible 
to make sense of the last of Anatolius’ unusual expressions, which is 
puzzling on the thesis that he was talking about Philolaus’ central fire. 
The fiery cube is described by Anatolius as located “in the middle of 
the four elements.” There seems to be no exact parallel for the expres- 
sion “middle of the four elements,” but Macrobius, in his Commentary 
on the Dream of Scipio, describes a version of the ordering of the planets 
with the sun in the center, to which this odd locution could apply. He 
reports that an unnamed group divided the universe into three succes- 
sive instances of the four elements (I. XI. 8). The first group of four 
elements were the traditional earth, air, fire and water located in the 
sublunary sphere as in Aristotle. Above this was a purer form of the 
four elements which corresponded to moon (earth), Mercury (water), 
Venus (air) and sun (fire). Finally, there was a third instance of the four 
elements, this time in reverse order: Mars (fire), Jupiter (air), Saturn 
(water) and the fixed stars (earth). Proclus refers to this same system in 
his commentary on the Timaeus (Diehl II. 48.15ff). He talks just about 
the upper two instances of the four elements. In the lower of these 
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groups the moon was known as ethereal earth, Mercury as ethereal 
water, Venus as ethereal air and the sun as ethereal fire. In the upper 
group each of the elements had the epithet ‘heavenly’ (obp&vioc) so that 
Mars corresponded to heavenly fire, etc. It is important to note that, 
although Macrobius does not give a specific name to the authors of 
this system with its three grades of the four elements, Proclus ascribes it 
precisely to the Pythagoreans (Diehl II.48.15). Moreover, in the system 
as described by Macrobius, the sun is part of the middle grouping of 
the four elements and is itself the middle, ethereal, version of fire. 

In light of this system, Anatolius’ expression “around the middle of 
the four elements" needs further examination. With a verb expressing 
motion such as kivetoOci, the phrase ‘around the middle’ (repi tò 
uécov) clearly refers to the center around which something moves. In 
Anatolius, however, the verb used is xeto0oa (‘lie’ or ‘be placed’). With 
this verb the usual Greek way of saying that something lies ‘at the 
center” is Ent tod péoov (e.g. Aristotle, De Caelo 293b18 and passim) or 
év tô Leo (Philolaus DK 44 A16). The expression nepi tò uécov with 
x£to0o1 and similar verbs of rest, indicates that something is located 
not precisely at the center but in the middle region. Thus in Ptolemy's 
Tetrabiblos (II. 3. 68) a group of nine provinces of Asia Minor are said 
to lie “in the central region of the whole inhabited world.” Obviously 
they cannot all be literally at the center so that the expression nepi tò 
uécov tfjg SANs oikovpévng indicates that these provinces are in the 
central region. Thus, in Anatolius, the expression nepi tò uécov TOV 
t£O0Ópov otoureiov xeioÜot means not that the fiery cube is located 
in the literal center of the four elements but rather in the central 
region of the four elements. This description fits the scheme described 
by Macrobius very well, since in this system the sun is in the middle 
region but is not the literal center, although, as we have seen, the sun 
is literally in the middle of the planets (rather than the elements). Thus, 
in this system the sun has a middle position in two senses.’ 

At this point it is clear that Anatolius’ reference to “a unitary fiery 
cube in the central region of the four elements" has much more specific 
contact with the descriptions of the sun in later Pythagorean cosmolo- 
gies than it does with Philolaus’ central fire. The Homeric verse which 


7 In Aëtius (Philolaus DK 44 A16), the fire is said to be év uéoo nepi tò Kévtpov. Here 
èv péo@ indicates that the fire is literally in the middle, while the addition of nepi tò 
«évtpov specifies the general region of which it is the middle; the fire is “in the middle 
around the center” or “in the middle of the central region." 
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Anatolius then reports the Pythagoreans to have cited to support their 
view can thus no longer be used to interpret Philolaus’ system let alone 
be regarded as the origin of that system. One might object that, if the 
verse can be made to fit Philolaus’ system, is that not evidence that the 
fiery cube is a reference to Philolaus’ central fire after all? This objec- 
tion fails because the verse can be interpreted, and was interpreted, in 
a wide range of ways. In itself, it has no particular ties to Philolaus and 
is, In fact, in conflict with Philolaus’ system on several points, which 
have been mentioned above (e.g. Tartarus is misty in Homer and would 
be fiery in Philolaus). The Homeric verse only gains significance for 
Philolaus, if it is certain that it was used to explicate his system. If we 
could be sure of that, then Kingsley’s proposed connections between the 
Homeric verse and Philolaus would become suggestive. As I have shown, 
however, we can have no such certainty. The verse was, in fact, often 
interpreted as describing a spherical cosmos and as precisely making 
the point that the earth is in the center (Heraclitus, Allegones 36.4.1f; 
Eustathius, Commentar ad Homeri Ihadem II. 513.11—12) with Tartarus 
at a distance below the earth that is equal to the distance by which 
heaven is above the earth. The Pythagoreans who put the fiery cube 
of the sun in the center of the planets probably wanted to interpret 
Homer’s verse as referring to the sun, which in their system had the 
earth as far beneath it as the heaven of the fixed stars was above. It 
is not clear if this was the extent of the significance of the quotation 
of Homer or if there was further significance in equating the sun in 
the Pythagorean system with the earth in Homer and the earth in the 
Pythagorean system with Tartarus in Homer. Much remains obscure in 
this Neopythagorean cosmological scheme but it is clear that Anatolius 
is much more likely to be referring to the role of the sun in that scheme 
than to Philolaus’ central fire. 


IV. Aristotle's Explanations of the Counter-Earth and Central Fire 


If the central fire was not generated out of interpretation of a Homeric 
verse in the way suggested by Kingsley, how is its origin and the origin 
of the equally mysterious counter-earth to be explained? Most scholars 
have relied on Aristotle’s suggestions in order to answer these questions. 
As part of his case, Kingsley also argues that Aristotle's explanations 
are incoherent, so it 1s necessary to turn next to Kingsley's critique of 
Aristotle on these points. In the case of the counter-earth, Aristotle 
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(Metaph. 986a8ff) famously says that it was introduced because the 
Pythagoreans thought that ten was the perfect (téXevov) number and 
thus said that there were ten bodies moving in the heaven (pepoueva 
Kate TOV oopavóv). Since only nine moving bodies can be seen (the fixed 
stars, five planets, sun, moon, and earth), the invisible counter-earth was 
introduced to produce the perfect number ten. Kingsley objects that 


the Philolaic system presents us with, in all, eleven celestial bodies... not 
ten. ...from the point of view of mystical symbolism there would be more 
to be said for having nine moving bodies revolving around a stationary 
tenth than ten moving bodies around an eleventh. In other words, the 
number symbolism approach could possibly be used to account for a 
planetary system which incorporates either the counter-earth or a central 
fire, but fails completely to explain a system that includes them both. 
(1995 174) 


The issue here is clearly what is being counted. Aristotle is clear 
that what he is counting is bodies moving in the heaven (pepoueva, 
Metaph. 986210, kivovuévov, fr. 162) and the doxographical tradition 
talks more poetically of ten bodies *dancing" around the central fire 
(Philolaus DK 44 Al6—8éxa. oopata...xopevet). Doxographers are 
unlikely to introduce such poetic language into the text, so there 1s 
some plausibility in supposing that it was Philolaus who described the 
ten bodies as dancing and thus conceived of them as a group disünct 
from that which they danced around. Kingsley is a httle less clear 
about what he is counting. He talks about “eleven celestial bodies,” 
thus including the central fire but later on refers to a “planetary system 
which incorporates either the counter-earth or the central-fire.” Surely 
a planet 1s something that orbits around something else and thus the 
central fire cannot be included as a planet. It is as if. Kingsley asked 
someone in the modern world how many planets there are in the solar 
system, and when he answered nine, replied that the answerer was wrong 
because he forgot to count the sun. Surely we would all agree that the 
answerer would be right to respond that the sun is not a planet but 
rather that around which the planets move and hence that there are 
nine planets. One problem with number symbolism is that it depends 
on somewhat arbitrary ways of dividing the world up in order to make 
the symbolism work. In this case, however, the distinction between 
the unmoving center and the things that move around that center 1s 
pretty clear. Thus Aristotle's point that without the counter-earth only 
nine visible bodies move around the center is perfectly reasonable and, 
given the Pythagorean emphasis on the decad, it seems quite plausible 
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to suppose that they posited a tenth moving body, the unseen counter- 
earth, in order to make the system complete. 

In the case of the central fire, Kingsley argues that modern scholars 
have misread Aristotle’s evidence. The crucial text is De Caelo 293a20ff. 
Many modern scholars have taken this passage to suggest that Philo- 
laus put fire in the center of the cosmos on the basis of the following 
argument: 


1) fire is the most honorable element 

2) the center is the most honorable place 

3) the most honorable element ought to be assigned to the most honor- 
able place 

4) therefore fire ought to be placed in the center. 


Kingsley argues that Aristotle clearly assigns this argument to “others,” 
whom he distinguishes from the Pythagoreans and not to the Pythago- 
reans themselves. These others are likely to be Platonists, as Kingsley 
shows convincingly (1995 176-180). According to Kingsley, the whole 
passage starting with the mention of the others at 293a27 and ending 
with the mention of the Pythagoreans again at 293b1 is clearly marked 
as a parenthesis by Aristotle. He concludes that “there is nothing at all 
here that tells us anything about the Pythagorean theory itself—except 
in the negative sense that we can safely assume the specific details men- 
tioned in the parenthesis do not [Kingsley’s emphasis] represent ideas 
which Aristotle considered Pythagorean” (1995 176). The problem with 
this sharp demarcation, which labels everything inside the parenthesis 
not Pythagorean, is that in the very next sentence Aristotle goes on to 
ascribe to the Pythagoreans one of the central doctrines described in the 
parenthesis, that the center is the most important part of the universe 
(tò KVPLOTATOV TOD ravtóç). Kingsley in fact notices this point twenty- 
five pages later in his text but rather than going back to reconsider his 
interpretation of the material in the parenthesis, he instead solves the 
problem by accusing Aristotle of “malicious abandon” and “careless 
exegesis” in importing “into his discussion and interpretation of the 
Pythagorean system the belief in the ‘nobility’ of the center which a 
moment ago he had specifically attributed to others apart from the 
Pythagoreans” (1995 200). It is certainly the case that Aristotle’s pre- 
sentation of his predecessors is problematic, and I have argued that 
he presents Pythagoreanism under an interpretation that is misleading 
in several ways (1993 57-64), but Kingsley is doing something rather 
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different in this case. He first relies on. Aristotle as a careful author to 
establish a clear disünction between the material in the parenthesis 
and Pythagorean views and then turns around and presents us with an 
Aristotle whose malice and carelessness are so extreme as to lead him 
to undercut immediately the clear distinction that he has just carefully 
made. Before accepting such a schizophrenic interpretation of Aristotle, 
one should surely more charitably go back and see if one might not have 
been misunderstanding what Aristotle was doing in the parenthesis. 
The crucial point to note at the beginning of Aristotle’s comments 
about the “others,” is that they are introduced not as disagreeing 
with the Pythagoreans but rather as agreeing with them. The first 
sentence begins (293a28) not with what the others say in contrast to 
the Pythagoreans but rather with what seems right to them in agree- 
ment with (ovvdd€éete) the Pythagoreans. The Pythagoreans and these 
others are then said to agree that “it is not right to assign the earth 
the central place.” It is important to note the use of detv here, which 
indicates that the two groups agreed not just that the earth was not at 
the center but that it was “not right” for the earth to be there. Thus 
the Pythagoreans, too, appealed to ‘what is right’ in not assigning the 
earth a central position. Upon this main clause depends a participial 
phrase: “considering proof to be drawn not from phenomena but 
rather from arguments (Aóyov)." Does Aristotle mean us to understand 
that the Pythagoreans agree with the others in this respect as well? It 
appears that he does, since in the immediately preceding sentence, when 
he was talking explicitly about the Pythagoreans, Aristotle describes 
them precisely as putting more faith in arguments (Aóyovg) than in 
the phenomena. Thus the first sentence of the discussion of the others 
expresses the points on which they agree with the Pythagoreans; those 
points of agreement include the idea that it 1s on the basis of argu- 
ments about propriety rather than on the basis of phenomena that the 
nature of what is at the center of the cosmos should be determined. 
The next sentence provides evidence (y&p) for the agreement of the 
others with the Pythagoreans by saying what they think (oïovtou). It is 
hard to be sure how to read this. Is it that the others agree with the 
Pythagoreans just on the general principle that what is at the center 
ought to be determined on grounds of propriety, while giving their own 
account of what 1s proper, or do they also agree with the Pythagore- 
ans on the specifics of the argument that is then given, i.e. 1) that the 
most honorable place should be assigned to the most honorable thing, 
2) fire is more honorable than earth, 3) the limit is more honorable 
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than what is between, and 4) the extreme edge and the middle are 
limits? That Aristotle intends us to understand that the Pythagoreans 
accept these specific points as well is clearly suggested by his assertion 
one sentence later that the Pythagoreans accepted a thesis that seems 
in accord with them, 1.e. that the middle was the most important part 
of the universe. Thus, it would appear that the parenthesis was not so 
much a parenthesis as an explication of a Pythagorean point of view 
with which others agree.? This interpretation in fact receives strong sup- 
port from the sentence that marked the end of the parenthesis according 
to Kingsley. At 293b1 a further point is added (Étt 8’), but this point 
is restricted to the Pythagoreans by the use of the parücle ye, so that 
the sentence begins, “In addition, the Pythagoreans at least, also [say]” 
and goes on to report that they thought that the center, as the most 
important part of the cosmos, needed to be guarded and thus called 
the fire in the center the “watch-tower of Zeus.” Thus, the structure 
of the passage is quite different from what Kingsley suggests. Aristotle 
begins not with a parenthesis stating what others think in contrast to 
the Pythagoreans but rather what others think in agreement with the 
Pythagoreans and then goes on to add a point that is distinctively 
Pythagorean, namely that the center of the universe needs a garrison. 
This is a perfectly intelligible structure that also saves Aristotle from 
Kingsley’s charges of malicious carelessness. Thus, neither Kingsley’s 
objection to Aristotle’s account of the origin of the counter-earth nor 
his objection to Aristotle’s account of the origin of the central fire are 
convincing. 


* Kingsley is right that “it is quite clear that the subject of otovtot in 293a30 and 
of &vaAoyiGóuevot and ofovtat in a33 is the same as the subject of &@podow in a29— 
which of course refers back to the moAAotg &xépotg of a27-8” (1995 175-176, n. 10), but 
he does not see that “the others” that are the subject throughout are presented as agree- 
ing with the Pythagoreans on all these points. The parallel from Proclus (Eucl. 90.11—14) 
that he cites for his reading of the passage fails, because the verb that introduces the 
others in Proclus is not a verb showing agreement as in Aristotle but rather a verb of 
assertion (Aéyovov). The ye at 293b1 is not to be taken with 6é as Kingsley suggests, but 
is simply the limitative use of ye, its most common use (Denniston 1934 140). As usual 
with a word preceded by an article, the ye comes after the article and before the word it 
emphasizes (Denniston 1934 146), in this case, IToOoópevot. 
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V. The Central Fire as the Garrison and Tower of Zeus 


The central fire, which Philolaus calls the hearth in fragment 7, is also 
reported by Aristotle to have been called the Avs gvAakn and Zavocg 
mopyos (“tower of Zeus”—see De Caelo 293b3 and fr. 204). Kingsley 
says regarding the first name that “the question seems never to have 
been asked what it could have been intended to convey” and con- 
cludes that “the answer could hardly have been simpler” (1995 187). 
He translates it “the prison of Zeus” and says that “there can be no 
doubting” (1995 188) that by both this expression and ‘the tower of 
Zeus’ the Pythagoreans would have understood Tartarus, where Zeus 
imprisoned the Titans. Some of Kingsley’s arguments for this view 
are relatively persuasive. In Hesiod’s Theogony there is reference to the 
hundred-handers as the faithful guards (púħñaxeç) of Zeus (735), who 
have earlier been described as binding the Titans with bonds (718), 
which suggests that we interpret them as Zeus’ jailers rather than his 
bodyguards; the idea that their guarding 1s the guarding of jailers 1s 
also supported by the description of Cerberus, whose guarding (769 
@vAdooet) consists of keeping people in Hades as a jailer does (1995 
188, n. 52). Pherecydes of Syros describes the Harpies as guarding 
Tartarus (fr. 83 Schibli). Despite what Kingsley says, however, there are 
some reasons for doubt. West (1966) in his commentary on Theogony 
735 points out that the hundred-handers are never explicitly said to 
be guarding prisoners and argues that they are called guards of Zeus 
because they aided him in battle and are now in the underworld because 
it is their home. Schibli in his commentary on Pherecydes seems inclined 
to follow West (1990 40 n. 77). As far as the passages in the Theogony 
go, Kingsley’s arguments for the hundred-handers as jailers appear 
somewhat stronger, but the interpretation of them as ‘bodyguards of 
Zeus’ remains a viable option. 

More problematic is the term @vAaKn. Kingsley, in accordance with 
the parallel with pbAaxeg as jailers in the Theogony, wants to translate 
it as “prison.” He complains of the mistranslation “watch-post” (1995 
195) but provides no parallel for the meaning “prison” in the fifth or 
fourth century. The earliest use of the word in this sense cited in LSJ 
is Diodorus Siculus, in the first century BC, 300 years after Philolaus. 
The basic meaning of @vAakn refers to ‘a guarding’ or ‘a watching’ (as 
in English ‘keeping guard’), but it can also refer to a group of people 
doing the guarding and then means ‘a garrison’ or ‘a guard’ (as in 
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‘the Praetorian guard’; see the Persian guard/garrison of the city of 
Phocaea at Hdt. I. 165). pvAaKh is often modified by a noun in the 
genitive case. This noun is usually the object or person guarded (e.g. 
an acropolis or a bridge), Hdt. III. 79 and IV. 98 or the Egyptian King 
Amasis at Hdt. II. 154; cf. the ovAa«y that Pisistratus persuades the 
Athenians to assign him at Hdt. I. 59); thus the name Aid pulakn 
suggests ‘the garrison of Zeus’ as something that guards Zeus. 

One of the closest parallels to the expression is found in Plato’s Pro- 
tagoras (321d). Prometheus is here described as stealing fire for mortals 
but as being unable to steal political wisdom, because this was in the 
possession of Zeus and “the garrisons (pvAaKat) of Zeus were terrible.” 
The expression used here is even closer than that in the 7 heogony passage, 
since QvAax1 is used rather than @vAcé, although it is in the plural, so 
that we have ai Ais puAaxat rather than the singular Aióg @vAaKn. 
Sull, in the Protagoras, the garrisons of Zeus are clearly not prison gar- 
risons but rather guards of Zeus’ palace, who are trying to keep figures 
like Prometheus out, and hence more in the character of bodyguards. 
vAakn is also used to refer to the time when the guarding takes place 
(e.g. the second watch of the night—Hdt. IX.51) or the place where the 
garrison is stationed (Xen. HG V.4.49). The evidence for the usage of 
gvAakn in the fifth and fourth century would then suggest that Greeks 
of that period would have heard something like Plato's meaning in the 
expression used to describe the central fire, and interpreted it as ‘gar- 
rison of Zeus,’ which exists for the protection of Zeus and his palace, 
or perhaps as the place where the garrison was stationed, ‘guard-house 
of Zeus.’ This would of course fit very well with the second name for 
the central fire, ‘tower of Zeus,’ because such towers were usually parts 
of walls of defense or fortification (LSJ s.v.). 

Kingsley says that “watch-post of Zeus” is a mistranslation (1995 
195, 211), but it would appear to be a simple alternative for ‘guard- 
house of Zeus,’ i.e. the ‘watch-post’ or ‘watch-tower’ is the place where 
the garrison guarding Zeus is stationed in order to watch over him. 
In light of the passage in Plato, the name Atóg pva for the central 
fire appears to ask us to interpret the region around the central fire as 
the palace of Zeus, where he is protected. Indeed, in the Protagoras, the 
guards of Zeus are clearly guarding the acropolis, which was the house 
of Zeus (thy àkpónoAw THY TOD Aig otknow—321d), mentioned in the 
immediately preceding sentence. Burkert thus interprets the central fire 
with some plausibility as “the palace of Zeus,” which is thus where Zeus’ 
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garrison (gvAaKn) and defensive tower (rpyoc) are located (1972 37). 
Such an interpretation of ‘the garrison of Zeus,’ also makes sense in 
terms of Philolaus’ description of the central fire as the hearth. The 
hearth was the center of the Greek home and was presided over by the 
goddess Hestia. ‘Thus, in Philolaus’ cosmos, the central fire is a hearth 
in so far as it is a fire but also, in mythological terms, it is the hearth 
in Zeus’ home or palace. 

Kingsley argues that the conception of the central fire region as 
the palace or home of Zeus is part of “the history of errors” and is 
in fact a Platonic and Speusippan reinterpretation of the Philolaic 
system (1995 193ff). It does seem quite likely that the names ‘house 
of Zeus’ and ‘throne of Zeus’ do not go back to Philolaus but rather 
belong to later elaborations of some of his ideas by the Academy and 
others; Simplicius assigns the name “throne of Zeus” to “others” (Cael. 
512.12-14) and “house of Zeus" appears only in a later source (Stobaeus 
I. 196.19) and is listed with other clearly later names (Huffman 1993 
396ff). Neither ‘throne of Zeus’ nor ‘house of Zeus’ are mentioned in 
Aristotle. Nonetheless, rather than reinterpretations of Philolaus that 
radically misunderstood what he was doing, as Kingsley suggests, they 
are roughly in the spirit of Philolaus’ system but with the important 
difference that the Academic systems placed the earth rather than the 
central fire in the middle of the cosmos. In the mythical cosmos of the 
Platonists, Zeus’ palace was in the center as it was for Philolaus but 
whereas Philolaus put a fiery hearth in Zeus’ palace, the Platonists had 
the more traditional conception of the earth at the center. Philolaus? 
name ‘garrison’ or ‘guard-post’ of Zeus does give an importantly differ- 
ent emphasis from ‘house of Zeus,’ however, and the later is definitely 
a blander conception. What is the significance of Philolaus’ emphasis 
on guarding? To that question I will return below. 


VI. The Role of the Central Fire in Philolaus’ 
Cosmological and Cosmogonical System 


The central fire, as its name suggests, is indeed central to our under- 
standing of Philolaus’ cosmos and philosophical system as a whole. One 
of the problematic features of Kingsley’s interpretation of the central 
fire is that he bases it on a relatively small amount of the evidence avail- 
able and never tests his interpretation by seeing how it works with the 
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rest of the evidence that we have for both the central fire in particular 
and also for Philolaus’ cosmology and cosmogony in general. Kingsley 
bases his case primarily on two pieces of evidence: 1) the report in Ana- 
tolius discussed above, 2) Aristotle’s account of Philolaus’ cosmological 
scheme in the De Caelo (293a20ff) and especially the names Aristotle 
reports for the central fire. In the course of discussing the latter he 
also discusses in some detail the later commentators on this passage 
of Aristotle and general presentations of Philolaus’ central fire in the 
doxography. He also refers to Philolaus’ use of Babylonian material on 
the planets. It is obviously unreasonable to expect a complete account 
of Philolaus’ cosmology and philosophical scheme in two chapters of 
a book whose main focus is not Philolaus. Nonetheless, it is reasonable 
to expect at least a general account of how the proposed interpretation 
of the central fire fits into the rest of Philolaus’ cosmogony and cos- 
mology and, above all, it is important that all the evidence specifically 
relating to the central fire itself be examined. Several crucial pieces of 
evidence are either not directly discussed or not discussed at all. Frag- 
ments 7 and 17 of Philolaus are both directly relevant to the central 
fire. Kingsley cites fragment 7 in the notes, so he evidently regards it as 
authentic, but he never discusses it and fragment 17 is not even cited. 
Fragment 166 (Gigon) of Aristotle along with passages in the Physics 
(213b22) and Metaphysics (1091a15) describe Philolaus’ cosmogony start- 
ing with the central fire. There is no reference to either of these texts 
in Kingsley’s chapters. This is surprising, since it is surely crucial for 
any interpretation of the central fire that it be in accord with the role 
the central fire plays in the generation of the cosmos. There is also a 
clear analogy in Philolaus between the generation of the cosmos from 
the central fire and the generation of a human being from ‘the hot’ 
as described in testimonium A27, yet Kingsley makes no mention of 
this testimonium either. 

In analyzing any Presocratic cosmology it is crucial, whenever pos- 
sible, to start from the author's own words in order to try to avoid 
distortions imposed by later interpreters. Fragment 7 of Philolaus reads 
“the first thing harmonized (&{pudo8ev—fitted together’), the one in the 
center of the sphere, is called the hearth.” The reference to a hearth 
(which has obvious associations with fire) in the center of the sphere 
clearly shows that Philolaus is here talking about the central fire. This 
conclusion is directly supported by the reports of Aristotle (fr. 169 
Gigon) and the doxography going back to his pupil Theophrastus (Phi- 
lolaus DK 44 A16) that Philolaus called the central fire the hearth. It is 
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extremely puzzling then that Kingsley never directly discusses Philolaus' 
own words on the central fire in fragment 7.? As I have pointed out 
above, one feature of those words, the description of the central fire 
as "the one” or “the unit” can, in fact, be used to support Kingsley's 
claim that Anatolius is referring to Philolaus’ system when he talks of 
a “unitary” fiery cube. On the other hand, Philolaus’ description of 
the central fire as a hearth, since we have it directly in his own words 
is surely as crucial as Aristotle’s report that it was called the garrison 
or tower of Zeus. The notion of the central fire as the hearth of the 
universe, which we must assign to Philolaus on the basis of fragment 
7 and the doxography is quite difficult to square with Kingsley’s sugges- 
tion that Philolaus meant the central fire to be Tartarus. If Philolaus 
were thinking of the central fire as Tartarus, if indeed he derived the 
concept of the central fire from Homer’s description of Tartarus in the 
Iliad, why would he describe Tartarus as the hearth of the universe? 
Kingsley rightly points out that fire as a source of both creation and 
destruction can play both a positive and a negative role (1995 191). 
This skirts the question, however. Philolaus does not just say that there 
is a fire in the center; he calls the fire a hearth. The hearth does not 
have the ambivalence of simple fire; the hearth is fire in its positive 
role. Similarly, Tartarus is not ambiguous; it is a place of woe and 
punishment. It is not presented in Greek myth as both a source of 
creation and destruction. 

In his chapter on mistaken interpretations of the central fire, Kings- 
ley argues that a “pious” and “ethically simplistic” Platonic notion of 
the center of the universe as the most honorable place and hence as 
the home of Zeus was a misunderstanding of Philolaus’ scheme, in 
which the center of the universe was “a blazing, hellish dungeon” (1995 
196-197). He stresses the incompatibility of these two visions. If we 
look at Philolaus’ own words, however, and ask whether his description 
of the central fire as a hearth is more in accord with a view of the cos- 
mos in which the center of fire is conceived as a place of punishment, 
Tartarus, or with a view in which it is conceived of as a place of honor 
and as Zeus’ house or palace, surely we must conclude that it accords 
best with Zeus’ palace. The hearth is well attested as the ritual center 


? Kingsley evidently accepts fragment 7 as authentic, since he includes it in lists of 
citations in note 2 on page 172 and in note 60 on page 191, where it is given as evidence 
that Philolaus did call the central fire the hearth. 
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both of the house and also of the city-state in Greek religion (Burkert 
1985 170); the hearth thus has overwhelmingly positive connotations 
as the basis of the integrity of the house and state. On the other hand, 
Kingsley provides no evidence that Tartarus was ever regarded as a 
hearth in Greek mythology. 

Another important feature of fragment 7 is Philolaus’ description of 
the central fire as “the first thing fitted together" (tò mp&tov &puooVEv). 
This statement connects the central fire to the basic principles of Phi- 
lolaus’ philosophical system in an important way. The conception of 
‘fitting-together’ (&ppovio) is prominent in the surviving fragments of 
Philolaus (e.g. DK 44 BI, 2, 6). The first sentence of Philolaus’ book 
asserts that “nature in the world order was fitted-together (&puóy0n) both 
out of things which are unlimited and out of things which limit, both 
the world order as a whole and everything in it.” Here fitting-together 
in the cosmos is the fitting together of Philolaus' principles, limiters 
and unlimiteds. When Philolaus says the central fire was the first thing 
fitted-together in fragment 7, he is then likely to be saying that it is the 
first combination of limiter and unlimited. Surely this connection of 
the central fire to Philolaus’ basic principles should have implications 
for the origin of the idea of the central fire. Kingsley makes no attempt 
to explain how Tartarus could be understood as the first combination 
of limiter and unlimited, and it is hard to see how reflection on the 
Homeric passage on Tartarus would have led Philolaus to conclude 
that it had such a nature. Yet Philolaus describes the central fire as the 
first example of the combination of his central principles, so that we 
would expect it to be an important example of the workings of those 
principles (see below). 

It is also crucial to note that Philolaus describes the central fire as 
"the fist thing fitted-together.” Since Philolaus argues in fragment 6 
that a cosmos cannot arise unless the first principles are fitted-together, 
it certainly looks as if the fitting-together of the central fire is the 
first stage of Philolaus’ account of the generation of the cosmos. If 
Philolaus’ cosmogony begins at the center, this suggests that Philolaus 
attached special importance to the center. Thus Philolaus’ own words 
in fragment 7 support Aristotle’s clear assertion that the Pythagoreans 
regarded the center as the most important part of the cosmos (De Caelo 
293b1-2). Fragment 17, to which Kingsley makes no reference, again 
makes clear that the center was associated with both the temporal and 
the spatial beginning, since Philolaus there states explicitly that the 
cosmos “began to come to be right up at the middle.” Kingsley argues 
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that the idea that the center of the sphere is the most honorable place 
is Academic, but suggests that “this fundamental error in interpreta- 
tion” might have originated with “Archytas’ exaltation of the geometric 
properties of circle and sphere” (1995 203). Yet, in fragment 7, Philo- 
laus refers to the central fire as “the one in the center of the sphere” 
and fragment 17 goes on to appeal to the properties of the sphere 
in explaining the progress of the generation of the cosmos, asserting 
that the cosmos came to be “...from the middle upwards in the same 
way as downwards, and the things above the middle are symmetrical 
with those below.” Philolaus is here commenting on the uniformity of 
the sphere, in which “things above the middle are symmetrical with 
those below” in much the same way that his predecessor Parmenides 
had stressed that the sphere was “equally balanced in every direction 
from the center” (DK 28 B8.44). Fragments 7 and 17 thus provide 
unmistakable evidence that, already in the generation before Archytas, 
Philolaus was interested in the geometry of the sphere and that this 
geometry played a crucial role in his cosmology and cosmogony. Insofar 
as Plato and the Academy regarded the center as the most important 
part of the cosmos they are not misinterpreting Philolaus as Kingsley 
suggests but rather building on his insight. Fragments 7 and 17 with 
their emphasis on the spherical structure of the cosmos and on the 
fitting together of the central fire as the first stage in cosmogony raise 
an important difficulty for Kingsley’s suggestion that the central fire is 
Tartarus. It is hard to see why Philolaus would begin his cosmogony 
with the creation of Zeus’ prison, with Tartarus. Certainly the idea that 
Tartarus should be the starting point is not paralleled in other Greek 
cosmogonies or theogonies. 

There is further evidence for the role of the central fire in Philolaus’ 
cosmogony. In a fragment of his treatise devoted to the Pythagore- 
ans (fr. 166 Gigon) and in two passages of his extant works (Metaph. 
1091a15; Physics 213b22), Aristotle describes what happens after “the 
one” was constructed. The “one” is a reference to the central fire, which 
is described by Philolaus as “the one in the center of the sphere” in 
fragment 7. In the Metaphysics Aristotle says that “after the one was 
constructed...immediately the closest part of the unlimited began to 
be drawn in and limited by the limit.” In fragment 166 (Gigon) he 
explains that “from the unlimited [outside the cosmos] time and breath 
were brought in as well as the void which distinguishes the place of 
each thing in each case” and in the Physics he talks of the cosmos 
“also breathing in void.” This next phase of the cosmogony with its 
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reference to the breathing of the cosmos is illuminated by comparison 
with Philolaus’ account of the generation of human beings. Aristotle’s 
pupil Menon reports that Philolaus regarded the new born embryo as 
composed solely of the hot and that its first act upon birth is to breathe 
in cooling air (Philolaus DK 44 A27—See Huffman 1993 289#). The 
first thing harmonized, the one in the center of the sphere, i.e. the 
central fire, 1s analogous to the new born infant, which is explicitly 
described as hot. Because of its excessive heat the infant’s first act is to 
breathe in cooling air; just so the central fire draws in cooling breath 
immediately after it is constituted. It also draws in time and void. The 
void is listed separately from breath in fragment 166 (Gigon) and is 
not to be confused with it. Breath has the function of cooling and pre- 
sumably setting up a balance between hot and cold, while void has the 
function of distinguishing, i.e. separating, the plurality of things that 
make up the cosmos. The void thus distinguishes the central fire from 
the fire which the testimonia say that Philolaus located at the periphery 
of the sphere, the fire of the heavens that can be seen in the stars and 
that gives light and heat to Philolaus’ glassy sun (DK 44 A16 and A19, 
see Huffman 1993 245—246 and 266-269). Such analogies between 
the microcosm (a human being) and the macrocosm (the cosmos) are 
common in Presocratic cosmology (see Lloyd 1966 235-236, 252—253, 
295—296) as is the prominent role of the balance of the opposites hot 
and cold (e.g. Anaximander DK 12 A10 where something “productive 
of hot and cold” appears at the beginning of the cosmogony). It is again 
hard to see how such a cosmogony is consistent with the idea that the 
central fire originated from a verse in Homer describing Tartarus. It is 
important to note that Kingsley is not arguing that a central fire, which 
Philolaus introduced for other reasons, also came to be called Tarta- 
rus in a parallel or alternative ‘mythological account of the cosmos, 
but rather that Philolaus’ original conception of the central fire was 
derived from Homer's Tartarus. If this latter thesis is to be defended, 
it would be necessary to explain in what sense Tartarus is analogous 
to the new-born infant, and in particular how Tartarus breathes and 
how the cosmos comes to be from the separation of the original unity 
of Tartarus by void. It may be possible to answer all of these ques- 
tions but any explanation of the central fire must be able to explain 
the role of the central fire in Philolaus’ cosmogony and cosmology as 
described in fragments 7 and 17 and in the further testimonia for that 
cosmogony in Aristotle along with the parallel between microcosm and 
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macrocosm suggested by Philolaus’ embryology in testimonium A27. 
Kingsley makes no attempt to address this essential evidence. 

It is not enough, however, to point to difficulties for Kingsley's inter- 
pretation of the central fire as Tartarus. Part of his case is based on 
previous failures to explain other important evidence about the central 
fire. What then is an account of the origin of the central fire that can 
explain all the major strands of evidence, both those that Kingsley 
has brought to our attention and others that he neglects? Why did 
Philolaus place a fire in the center rather than the earth? The first step 
was Philolaus’ acceptance of a spherical shape for the cosmos. In this 
regard he was probably influenced by Parmenides, who likened reality 
“to the bulk of a sphere, well-rounded on all sides” (DK 28 B8.43). It is 
controversial whether Parmenides was using the sphere as an image to 
convey the completeness and perfection of reality or whether he thought 
that it literally was spherical in shape (for the literal interpretation, see 
e.g. Sedley 1999 121). As we have seen, fragments 7 and 17 show that 
Philolaus did regard the cosmos as having a spherical shape. Philolaus’ 
innovation was to explore the consequences of the spherical shape for 
cosmogony. A sphere is defined in terms of its center and surface just as 
a circle is defined in terms of its center and circumference. This can be 
seen in Euclid’s later definition of the circle as “a plane figure contained 
by one line [i.e. the circumference] such that all straight lines falling 
upon it from one point among those lying within the figure are equal to 
one another" (I. Def. 15); “the point is called the center of the circle” 
(I. Def 16). Fragments 7 and 17 show that Philolaus saw the importance 
of the center of the circle, since both assert that the generation of the 
cosmos began there. In earlier Presocratic cosmogonies the cosmos was 
generated from a material starting point. For Thales it was evidently 
water, for Anaximander the unlimited, for Anaximenes air. There is 
no indication that these thinkers put this material beginning point in 
any special location. The doxography for Anaximander suggests simply 
that something productive of the hot and cold was separated off from 
the unlimited (DK 12 A10). Philolaus, however, starts with a spherical 
framework for the cosmos, and the importance of the center of the 
sphere suggests that any material starting point ought to be located 
there. This combination of structure with material is precisely what 
Philolaus means by the combination of limiter with unlimited, so that 
the ‘central’ in the central fire refers to its limiting structural element, 
while the fire refers to its unlimited material element, which has now 
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been limited by being placed in the center (on limiters and unlimiteds 
see Huffman 1993 37-53). 

This argument shows that whatever is identified as the material start- 
ing point of the world should be in the center, but why did Philolaus 
choose to put fire there? First, notice that earth is not a likely candi- 
date for the center on this argument, because it does not appear that 
any Presocratic identified earth as the material principle from which 
the cosmos developed (Aristotle Metaph. 989a5—6, for Xenophanes see 
Lesher 1992 133). According to Philolaus’ argument, Thales should 
have had water in the center and Anaximenes air. Philolaus might have 
chosen fire as his basic material principle because of precedents in the 
Pythagorean tradition. ‘The most important Pythagorean of the genera- 
tion before Philolaus, Hippasus, is paired with Heraclitus by Aristotle 
as having made fire the fundamental material principle (Metaph. 984a7). 
This is not a satisfying answer because it in effect just leads to another 
question: Why did Hippasus choose fire? There is, in fact, no need to 
appeal to the authority of Hippasus to explain Philolaus’ choice. The 
analogy between the birth of a human being and the birth of the cos- 
mos provides a reasonable answer. Observation suggests that the human 
infant is hot as it comes out of the womb, and the first act of its life, 
its first breath, shows, to Philolaus’ mind, the importance of this heat, 
since breathing serves the purpose of cooling the excessive heat (DK 
44 A27). Thus human birth suggests a mechanism of original heat that 
leads to the drawing in of breath, which suggests that in the cosmos 
too there was an original heat that then drew in other elements, which 
is the process described in Aristotle fr. 166 (Gigon), where time, void 
and breath are drawn in. The centrality of fire was also suggested by 
the analogy of human social life, in which the hearth was regarded 
as the center of the household and of the city-state, since fr. 7 shows 
that Philolaus explicitly calls the central fire the hearth. That Philolaus 
did regard fire as the most important element and, in accordance with 
the argument reported by Aristotle discussed above (De Caelo 293a27ff), 
assigned it to the most important places, 1s shown by the doxographical 
report that Philolaus placed fire in two locations, the two locations that 
define the sphere, its center and its outer periphery (Philolaus DK 44 
Al6—in addition to the central fire there was “again another fire at 
the uppermost place which surrounds [the whole]”). 

Thus the momentous moving of the earth from the center of the 
cosmos did have an empirical element, empirical observations of human 
birth, but more than anything else it is a result of Philolaus' decision to 
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take seriously the structural as well as the material components of the 
cosmos, or rather to take seriously the way the two work together. The 
spherical structure stresses the importance of the center and compels 
the cosmogony to start in the center, while the necessity also to posit a 
material starting point leads to the inevitable conclusion that the mate- 
rial starting point was located at the center of the sphere. But what 
about the evidence highlighted by Kingsley, the passage in Anatolius 
and the names reported for the central fire by Aristotle? The arguments 
given above suggest that the Anatolius text, which mentions neither 
Philolaus nor the central fire by name, is concerned not with Philo- 
laus’ cosmological scheme but with later Neopythagorean cosmology. 
As Kingsley stresses, however, it is important to give some meaningful 
account of the names ‘garrison of Zeus’ and ‘tower of Zeus’ for the 
central fire. Even if the idea that the conception of the central fire arose 
from Homer’s reference to Tartarus must be abandoned, Kingsley's 
suggestion that these names refer to Tartarus as the prison of Zeus 
remains a viable, although problematic, option. Philolaus could have 
introduced the central fire as a result of reflection on issues raised by 
Presocratic cosmology as described above but still have also wanted to 
assign the central fire a role in a parallel mythological cosmology with 
eschatological significance. Philolaus’ treatment of the central fire as 
Tartarus might then be connected to the earlier Pythagorean acusmata 
which connect physical phenomena to religious teaching by describing 
thunder as Zeus’ warning to those in Tartarus (Arist. An. post. 94b33) 
and the planets as the hounds of Persephone (Por. VP 41 — Arist. fr. 
159 Gigon). Plato's use of myths would provide a good parallel, since 
he often argues for a given point of view and then constructs a myth 
in parallel to his argument (e.g. the myths at the end of Gorgias and 
Republic). 

As was shown above, however, poAakt is not used to mean prison 
until some three hundred years after Philolaus. Its normal usage sug- 
gests that something 1s being defended or guarded and thus that it 
refers to the garrison that guards Zeus’ palace or home. Kingsley argues 
that this interpretation makes no sense in terms of Greek mythology 
(195), but it does. The passage in Plato's Protagoras that provides the 
best parallel for the linguistic expression Atóg quAaxkn also shows the 
mythological sense. What is it that Zeus’ fearsome garrisons are pro- 
tecting in the Protagoras passage? Fire, the fire that Prometheus wants 
to steal from Zeus to give to humanity. Plato tells us that the garrisons 
of Zeus were so fierce that Prometheus could not in fact get into 
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the palace but had to steal fire from Athena and Hephaestus instead 
(321d-e). Thus the central fire is called the garrison or tower of Zeus, 
because fire is under Zeus’ protection and is kept safe in his palace, as 
the Prometheus myth suggests. This interpretation Aióg @vAaK also 
agrees with Aristotle’s suggestion that the Pythagoreans thought that 
the center must be guarded as something in need of protection (De 
Caelo 293b). It is striking, moreover, that when Plato introduces Phi- 
lolaus’ metaphysical system of limiters and unlimiteds in the Philebus, 
the myth of Prometheus and the fire plays an important role in the 
context. Plato reports that the metaphysical system was “hurled down 
by some Prometheus along with fire” (16c). Scholars have sometimes 
mistakenly supposed that the Prometheus in the Philebus is Pythagoras, 
but we can hardly suppose that Plato was assigning the gift of fire to 
Pythagoras (Huffman 1999 11-17). Plato is instead following Philolaus' 
cosmogony in its mythical version. The myth as Plato tells it says what 
I have been arguing above, i.e. that Philolaus’ metaphysical system is 
tied to the original fire. The fire at the center of the cosmos breathes 
in time and void and breath from the unlimited outside the cosmos, 
but the breathing in of void separates the fire from itself and thus in 
physical terms does what Prometheus does in the myth, namely, it takes 
fire from the protection of Zeus in the center and spreads it to the 
rest of the cosmos. The myth suggests what Philolaus’ cosmogonical 
argument had suggested, i.e. that humans and the earth are not at the 
center but rather fire and that fire has to be taken from Zeus' fortress 
and brought to humanity and the rest of the cosmos. 

Thus a reasonable account can be given about the origin of the 
central fire that 1) explains what Philolaus says about the central fire 
in fragments 7 and 17, 2) is in accord with the doxographical reports 
about Philolaus’ cosmogony, 3) shows how the central fire is related 
to Philolaus’ basic metaphysical principles, limiters and unlimiteds, 4) 
makes sense in terms of the history of Presocratic speculation up to 
the time of Philolaus, by demonstrating his use of Parmenides and 
the mechanism of opposites, and 5) explains the mythical resonance 
of the names of the central fire in terms of the myth of Prometheus 
and Zeus. Kingsley’s stimulating reexamination of the doctrine of the 
central fire thus has the value of challenging scholars to examine two 
pieces of neglected evidence carefully. In the end, however, Kingsley’s 
own account ends up more as a work of literature than as a piece of 
scholarship, because in literature nothing exists except what the author 
chooses to put there. So Kingsley’s account of the central fire makes 
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compelling reading if it is accepted that the only evidence is the evidence 
that he presents and highlights. Once one looks at aspects of Anato- 
lius’ account that he leaves unremarked (the fiery cube) or at central 
evidence that he simply does not take into account (e.g. fragments 7 
and 17 of Philolaus), then the story becomes more complicated and 
less free from doubt than he suggests. 
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PLATO 


SELF-KNOWLEDGE IN PLATO'S ALCIBIADES 


Christopher Gill 
(University of Exeter) 


I explore here two features of the discussion of self-knowledge in the 
latter part of Plato's Alcibiades 1 (hereafter Alc.).' One is the meaning of 
the phrase aùtò tò abdtd (subsequently contrasted with aùtò (or aùtòv) 
éxaotov at 129b and 130d. The other is the significance of the com- 
parison between self-knowledge and vision in 132c-133c. I seek to lo- 
cate these features of the dialogue more firmly in their dialectical and 
dramatic context in the Alcibiades as a whole. I also examine the concept 
of ‘self? (in modern terms) implied in this part of the dialogue.? This 
chapter 1s also designed to contribute towards the overall theme of this 
volume, that of interpretative and scholarly methodology. What I hope 
to show is that the study of concepts of self and more traditional types of 
interpretative reading (focused on textual and exegetical questions) are 
mutually informing. In order to understand the ideas about selfhood 
expressed in a given ancient text, and to do so in a historically grounded 
way, we need to make a detailed study of the language, structure and lit- 
erary form of the relevant text. Similarly, formulating a precise account 
of the thinking about selfhood expressed in the text can advance our 
interpretative reading more generally. This 1s the type of methodology 
I seek to deploy in this chapter and elsewhere.? 

In aiming at this objective, I have very much in mind the work of 
Denis O’Brien, the dedicatee of this volume. In his work on Empedocles, 


! A previous (shorter) version of this chapter was given (in French) at a seminar at 
the University of Paris X (Nanterre); I am grateful to Luc Brisson and Jean-François 
Pradeau for their invitation to this seminar and to the participants for constructive 
criticism. For a more detailed treatment of section I of this chapter, see Gill (2006), 
344—59. I do not engage here with the question of the authenticity of Alc. (on which 
see Annas (1985), Pradeau (1999), 22-9, 219-20, Denyer (2001), 14-26), though I am 
assuming the work is Platonic. 

? The concept of ‘self’ is a broad and contested one in modern thought. I have in 
view, principally, what is essential to us as persons or human beings; see further Gill 
(1996b), 1—18, (2006), xiv-v, 328-44. For a history of ancient and modern ideas of 
‘self’, focused on ideas of self-awareness and unique individuality, see Sorabji (2006). 

3 For other attempts to use this methodology, see Gill (1996b), (2006), esp. ch. 6. 
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Plato, Plotinus and other ancient thinkers, Denis has shown in a sus- 
tained and exemplary way how scrutiny of ethical and psychological 
concepts and meticulous examination of textual and exegetical questions 
can be mutually beneficial. I dedicate this chapter to him in the hope 
that this is a credible exercise in the project of literary-philosophical 
interpretation to which he has devoted such energy and commitment. 


How does the question of self-knowledge (and knowledge of ‘the self”) 
arise in the Alcibiades? In the first and longer part of the dialogue 
(103a-127d), Socrates shows Alcibiades that he is woefully ill-equipped, 
especially in education and understanding, to achieve his ambition of 
exercising leadership in Athens and, if possible, the world (105a-b). 
He tells Alcibiades that he needs, in the words of the inscription at 
the Delphic oracle, to ‘know himself? first, advice which Alcibiades 
probably interprets in the traditional sense of recognising his strengths 
and weaknesses in relation to others.* Socrates, however, embarks on 
an analysis of what ‘self-knowledge’ means which involves raising 
fundamental questions about the nature of (in modern terms) ‘the self”; 
and he claims that this is the kind of knowledge Alcibiades needs to 
have in order to achieve his ambition (129b—135e).° 

The phrase adtd tò @dt0 occurs at an early stage in this analysis 
(129b1), contrasted subsequently with abt (or aùtòv) Exaotov (130d4). 
What do these terms mean—more precisely, how much metaphysical 
or ethical weight should they be taken as carrying? In the history of 
Platonic interpretation, right up to the present, they have been taken 
to carry a rather complex and profound significance. This is surprising, 
especially given the very straightforward and non-technical nature of 
the previous discussion and the philosophically naive character of the 
interlocutor (Alcibiades approaching adulthood). In antiquity, Neopla- 
tonic interpreters read these terms in the light of their own concern 
with higher and lower levels of the psyche. Damascius took avt6 tò 


* See esp. Alc. 124a-b; also Annas (1985), 122-4, Pradeau (1999), 47-53, Denyer 
(2001), note on 124b1. 

$ Delphic oracle and self-knowledge: Alc. 124a, 129a, 132c. For an illuminating 
reading of the first part of the dialogue, see Pradeau (1999), 30—46; also Annas (1985), 
115-26. 
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aùtó as being an elaboration of aùtó (12938). He understood aùtó as 
the rational psyche which uses the body as its instrument, and aùtò 
TO o0 as the ‘purified’ (KkaBaptiK) and ‘contemplative’ (Bewpntrń) 
rational psyche, which is essentially disembodied and directed at truth. 
Proclus identified three key terms: aùòtó and oto tò abt, interpreted 
in a similar way to Damascius, and adto tò adt0 Exaotov (Alc. 130d4) 
understood as the essential, but still individual, psyche. Olympiodorus 
adopted the same view of adto and ot0 tò aòtó, while seeing the third 
idea aùtò Exaotov as meaning each embodied psyche as an individual.^ 
More recently, some scholars have taken adtd tò adt6 to evoke the 
Platonic theory of Forms and to mean ‘the same itself’, on the analogy 
of ‘the beautiful itself" (abt6 tò KaAOv).’ 

Modern interpreters have tended to translate these words by ‘self’ 
(or some cognate term) and to see the first phrase as meaning ‘the self 
itself”. Julia Annas sees the discussion as, gradually, identifying one’s 
true self as the ‘self-itself? (wdt6 tò o16) which is ‘impersonal’ and, 
‘like a Form, is the same in all its instances’ (1985, 131). Jean-Francois 
Pradeau also takes the argument to be concerned with the concept of 
sot (understood as the equivalent of the English ‘self”) or sujet (‘subject’). 
In 129b and 130d, he sees Plato as converting a reflexive pronoun 
(soi) into a substantive (le soi); hence, the unusual phrase adto tò avt0.° 
D. S. Hutchinson’s translations of the two relevant passages in the re- 
cent Hackett Plato reflect this tendency: 


SOCRATES: Tell me how we can come to know the self itself (aùtò 
tò aùto)? Maybe this is the way to find out what we ourselves (avtot) 
are—maybe it’s the only possible way. 


SOCRATES: What we mentioned just now, that we should first consider 
what the self itself (#dt6 tò aùtó) is. Instead of considering that, we've 
been considering what a particular self is (adtov Ékaotov). Perhaps that 
will be enough for us.? 


* On Neoplatonic interpretations, see further Segonds (1985), Iv-lxi, Annas (1985), 
131, Pradeau (1999), 22-4. 

7 See e.g. Pl. Phd. 7843, Smp. 211d3. Thus Jowett (1875) gives ‘the self-existent’ 
at 129b1 and ‘absolute existence’ at 130d4, and Lamb translates as 129b1 as ‘the 
same-in-itself”. Croiset (1946) translates 129b1 as ‘ce que c'est au juste que soi-même”, 
explained in 129, n. 1, as ‘un être lui-même, le fond de l'étre". 

* Pradeau (1999), 47-53, 71. Marboeuf and Pradeau (1999) translate the phrase as 
‘ce/le soi-même lui-même’ (129b and 130b), i.e. (presumably) 'this/the oneself itself”; 
see also 210, n. 121. 

? Cooper (1997), 587, 589, translating Alc. 129b1—3, 130d4—6 (the readings in brack- 
ets are those adopted by Hutchinson). The text of 130d4 is problematic; alternatives 
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In rendering these words by 'self^, scholars such as Annas and Pradeau 
do not intend to impute a specifically subjective or individualistic 
significance to the words—although these connotations have formed 
an important part of modern thinking about ‘self’ or ‘the self’.!° On 
the contrary, like Jacques Brunschwig, whose views are discussed more 
fully later, they see the argument as, progressively, concerned to identify 
an objectivised or impersonal self as our real self." Michel Foucault, 
however, does claim that the dialogue expresses a distinctively subjective 
sense of self, in his 1982 lectures at the Collége de France (published 
in 2001). 

Foucault suggests that Plato, in 129b, and in using the term aùtò 
TO OVTO, is not asking about what is essential to our human nature (a 
relatively familiar question in ancient philosophy) but is raising a dif- 
ferent type of question, ‘the question of the subject’ (sujet).'? Foucault 
later elaborates the suggestion that Plato’s question has substantive and 
not simply methodological importance. For Foucault, Plato's question 
signifies: ‘[What is] this relationship which is denoted by this reflexive 
pronoun heauton; what is this element which is the same from the stand- 
point of subject and object?’. Foucault seems to interpret adto tò abt 
in 129b1 as ‘the very same thing’ which is both subject and object of 
the relationships (taking care of and knowing oneself, Eavtov) discussed 
in 128a-129a. In these reflexive relationships, both partners are ‘the 
same’ (adto), by contrast with the relationship between user and used 
discussed in 129e-130c, in which the partners (psyche and body) are 
presented as different." More broadly, Foucault finds in this passage 


include tod o100 adtod (instead of adtod tod adtod) and add Ékaotov (instead of 
abtov Ékaotov); but these variants would not necessarily require a different transla- 
tion. See further Burnet (1901), app. crit. to 130d4, Segonds (1985), Ix, n. 2, Denyer 
(2001), note on 130d5-6. 

10 On modern connotations of this type, see Gill 1996b: 34-6, 2006: 331-3. 

! Annas (1985), 131, Brunschwig (1996), 68, Pradeau (1999), 70-80. 

? Foucault (2001), 39. Put differently, the dialogue introduces a conception of 
Tâme-sujet’ rather than ‘l’ame-substance’, Foucault (2001), 56. 

'S Foucault (2001), 52: ‘C’est en quelque sorte une question méthodologique et 
formelle mais, je crois, tout à fait capitale dans tout ce mouvement... [Quel est] ce 
rapport, qu'est-ce qui est désigné par ce pronom réfléchi heauton, qu'est-ce que c'est que 
cet élément qui est le méme du côté du sujet et du côté de l'objet? Inwood (2005), 
331-4, who drew my attention to this passage, accentuates Foucault’s claim about the 
conceptually innovative character of Plato’s discussion in Alc. 

^ Foucault (2001), 54-7. However, in (2001), 39-40, he explains adtd tò adtd as 
‘yourself? (soi-même); but in both passages, he seems to be commenting or paraphrasing 
rather than offering a translation of the phrase. 
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a move towards a conception of self that is fundamentally reflexive, in 
which the person 1s both subject and object. What he seems to have in 
mind is not so much the post-Cartesian 'T-centred self-consciousness 
that has played such a powerful role in shaping the modern Western 
conception of ‘self’. He seems, rather, to have in mind the kind of 
reflexive self-attention and self-fashioning (in line with ‘the aesthetic and 
ethical criteria of existence’) that he explores in his study of Hellenistic- 
Roman thought. Elsewhere, Foucault links the idea of ‘care of the self” 
with 'tak[ing] oneself as an object of knowledge and field of action, so 
as to transform, correct, and purify oneself^;" and it is this fundamen- 
tally reflexive idea of selfhood he seems to think is introduced in the 
Alcibiades. ? 

Although these ancient and modern readings of the phrase abt0 tò 
ató vary greatly in some respects, they have in common the apparent 
assumption that the meaning attributed to this phrase 1s conceptually 
advanced or innovative. But is this assumption justified? Also, to repeat 
this point, 1s a relatively straightforward conversation with the philo- 
sophically naive (though self-confident) young Alcibiades a plausible 
context in which to introduce such metaphysically challenging ideas— 
and to do so without much explanation or argument??? Is there a more 
straightforward and plausible way of reading this phrase? In fact, I think 
that Nicholas Denyer, in his commentary on the dialogue offers a line 
of interpretation that is much more plausible both for the immediate 
context of these phrases and for the subsequent run of the argument.?? 


5 See refs. in n. 10 above. 

15 Foucault (1988), 67. 

7 Foucault (1988), 42. 

18 Foucault (2001), 26-103, esp. 45-72; on Foucault's thinking on care of the self 
in antiquity, see Pradeau (2002). 

' This question has special force in connection with Neoplatonic commentators such 
as Olympiodorus, since they took it as a relatively elementary dialogue, the first of ten 
major dialogues in an ideal reading sequence; see Annas (1985), 113, Pradeau (1999), 
22-4, However, they also interpreted its language in the light of advanced theoreti- 
cal categories (text to n. 6 above). The significance of the dramatic form (including 
the type of dialogue presented between Socrates and Alcibiades) for interpreting the 
argument is underlined by Denyer (2001), 5-11. For the hermeneutic principle that 
each Platonic dialogue should be interpreted, in the first instance, in terms of its own 
dialectic, see Gill (2002), 153—61. 

? Denyer (2001), notes on 129b1—3. This reading was earlier suggested to me inde- 
pendently by Christopher Rowe. Inwood (2005), 335-8 also adopts this reading. 
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As regards the translation, the key point, I think, is to see that the 
relevant sense of aùto is what Goodwin's Greek Grammar calls the 
‘intensive’ sense, and that aùtò tò aùtó is a (slightly unusual) doubled 
intensive sense.?! In 128a, Socrates asks what it means ‘to take care of 
yourself’, and subsequently suggests that we will be better able to take 
care of ourselves if we know what we ourselves are’ (abtot, 128e10—-11). 
The sense of avtot here is surely intensive, and this usage is repeated 
in the crucial passage, 129b1—3. Socrates, having raised the question 
of what ‘we ourselves’ are, suggests that they should examine what 
it means to consider something ‘itself’. I think the passage should be 
translated: ‘Come now, how might the itself itself be discovered? In this 
way, we could perhaps discover what we ourselves are, but if we don't 
know this [what the itself itself is], we never could’. Although striking 
and rather unusual, the reiterated intensive use (‘the itself itself”) is quite 
intelligible as Greek and seems designed to serve as a rather arresting 
way of conveying the idea of what is ‘essential’ or ‘core’.” Although the 
latter idea is not exactly part of everyday discourse, it is not so philo- 
sophically challenging that Alcibiades could not make some sense of it. 
Once introduced, Socrates uses this idea to identify more or less core or 
essential aspects of each one of us, although the idea of ‘the itself itself? is 
quite general, a point indicated in 130d, discussed shortly. 

What advantages does this translation have—apart from the very im- 
portant one of offering the most credible reading of the Greek phrase? 
For one thing, this reading makes possible a more natural interpreta- 
tion of the subsequent sequence of argument, including the contrast 
between adto tò abdt6 and aùtòv Exaotov in 130d, considered shortly. 
More broadly, this reading helps to rule out connotations that are (ar- 
guably) irrelevant and misleading in this context. Although each of the 
ancient and modern interpretations outlined earlier raise distinct and 
sometimes complex issues, a shared problem is the introduction of an 
implausibly advanced concept or theory for this point in the exchange 


2! For the distinction between intensive and reflexive senses, see Goodwin (1951), 
sections 989-90 (pp. 213-15). See also the usages listed as ‘the very’ in Liddell-Scott-Jones 
(1940), abt, sense 2, of which the philosophical sense 4, ‘itself’, seems to be an exten- 
sion. (The term até is, of course, also used in the reflexive sense in this context, e.g. 
128d11, e2, 129a9, cf. éavtôv in 129a2.) 

# See also Denyer (2001), note on 129b1-3, especially (p. 212, Greek term trans- 
literated): “Thus “to discover the itself itself” would be to find a formula which spells 
out the common feature of those cases in which the expression aùtó can rightly be 
applied". 


SELF-KNOWLEDGE IN PLATO'S ALCIBIADES 103 


between Socrates and Alcibiades. On the face of it, there is little reason 
to find in 129b (or 130d) metaphysically charged distinctions such as 
the contrast between purified or embodied psychic states, as Damascius 
and Proclus do. Also, although the phrase adtd tò aùtó resembles one 
used elsewhere in connection with the theory of Forms, there is no need 
to import such an ambitious idea to support the more limited point that 
Socrates is making in 129b.” 

The currently favoured translation for aùtò tò a6 (‘the self itself") 
might seem preferable in deploying what 1s—for modern readers—a 
relatively familiar idea, that of ‘the self. But the familiarity is rather 
deceptive, because there is actually no obvious Greek linguistic equiva- 
lent for the modern English term, ‘self’, let alone ‘the self?—apart from 
this one! As is sometimes noted, the English term ‘self? (even more, ‘the 
self”) is a rather peculiar usage, representing the conversion of a reflex- 
ive suffix (as in ‘himself’) into a noun. In French, the same process has 
occurred with a reflexive prefix (soi or le soi, as in soi-méme).?* One factor 
that has, surely, encouraged this usage is the tendency, in modern Eu- 
ropean thought about psychology, to give a special status to a certain 
kind of reflexivity, especially that involved in 'T-centred self-conscious- 
ness.? In general, this linguistic phenomenon did not emerge in Greek 
or Latin, where the main psychological terms are psuché (‘soul/personal- 
ity’), nous (‘mind’), logos (‘reason’) or anima (‘spirit’), animus (‘mind’), and 
ratio (‘reason’), rather than eavtov or se (‘himself’). Similarly, as I have 
argued elsewhere, we do not find in ancient thought an equivalent for 
the shift in modern Western thought towards a notion of personality 
or selfhood centred on subjective reflexivity (specifically self-conscious- 
ness).”° Admittedly, translating aùtò tò œùt6 as ‘the self itself? does not 
necessarily entail ascribing to Plato’s usage this specially reflexive or 
subjective sense of self; as noted earlier, neither Annas nor Pradeau as- 
cribe this sense to the passage." But this usage makes it more tempting 
to assimilate Platonic and modern thought in this respect. Foucault, 


3 See text to nn. 6-7 above. For similar comments, see Inwood (2005), 337. 

^ However, in French, we sometimes find the same process occurring with T or 
‘me’ (le je or le moi), and also in German (das Ich). On these linguistic variations and 
their conceptual implications, see Toulmin (1977), 295-300, Carrithers, Collins, and 
Lukes (1985), 20-2, 282-3. 

3 See refs. in n. 10 above; the influence of the post-Cartesian tradition in shaping 
the modern use of the term ‘self’ is also stressed by Kenny (1988-9), 4-6. 

?* See Gill (1996b), 126-8, (2006), 331-3. 

27 See text to n. 11 above. 
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by contrast, does claim that the phrase aùtò tò @t0 is used as part of a 
move to introduce an innovative and specially reflexive conception of 
self, centred on ideas of self-concern and self-fashioning. But, although 
Foucault's claim is made at some length, I share Brad Inwood's view 
that it is not supported by the kind of detailed examination of the text 
that would be needed to make his thesis credible? Hence, I am scepti- 
cal of the idea that, in 129d at any rate, a translation in terms of ‘self’ is 
really justified or appropriate—though I accept that the argument goes 
on to make points that we would regard as being about ‘the self”. 


II 


In the second part of this discussion, I focus on the analogy between 
vision and self-knowledge in 132c-133c. I concentrate again in the 
interconnection between exegetical questions and the implied conception 
of self, and do so by engaging closely with Brunschwig (1996), which 
seems to me the most acute and suggestive modern reading of this 
part of the dialogue. One of the issues raised by his interpretation is 
how far the analogy of vision, or the Alcibiades as a whole, embodies 
what Brunschwig (1996, 71) calls a ‘pre-Neoplatonic’ conception of 
self. I begin by locating the vision-analogy in its dialectical context, the 
analysis of what ‘self-knowledge’ means. 

Beginning from the question what it means to ‘take care of oneself”, 
Éavtod éenipeAcioB8ar (128a), Socrates focuses on the idea of knowing 
‘what we ourselves are’ (128e11), meaning, as I have just argued, what we 
are essentially. The argument then breaks down into two main sections. 
In the first section, what is identified as essential is the psyche rather 
than the body, on the grounds that the user is distinct from what is used 
and the ruler distinct from what is ruled (129c—130c). The discussion ex- 
plicitly rejects the idea that ‘the combination of the two’ (ovvap@dtepov, 
130a9), that is, body and psyche, could be assigned this status (130b-c). 
In the second section, our essence is specified more precisely as an as- 
pect or region of the psyche. Socrates elucidates the idea of self-knowl- 
edge by analogy with that of sight (a mode of perception which can 


?* Inwood (2005), 338 (following a critical analysis of Foucault's claim) characterises 
Foucault’s reading of Alc. 129b as ‘perhaps not quite impossible, but...extravagant 
and unmotivated’. See text to nn. 12-18 above. 
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see itself as well as its object), illustrated by an eye looking at a mirror 
or another eye (132c-133b). More precisely, sight occurs by the action 
of the pupil, ‘that region of the eye in which good activity (or ‘virtue’, 
àpeth) is present’ (133b3—4). By analogy, the psyche recognises itself 
when it looks at that region of the psyche in which its good activity or 
virtue is present, namely wisdom (cogía), or ‘knowing and thinking’ 
(eidévar te Kal opovetv, 133b9-10, c2). This region is said to be that 
which resembles god (or ‘the divine”), and whoever understands ‘god 
and wisdom (gpóvnow)' is said also to know himself and to have the 
virtue of moderation or self-control, o@ppoobvy (1330). 

This 1s the external form of the argument; what are its underlying 
themes, and what conception of our essential nature (our ‘self’, in this 
sense) does it convey? Brunschwig (1996, 66-7, 76) sees this line of ar- 
gument as expressing a progressive movement from a ‘personalised’ or 
‘individualised’ to an ‘impersonal’ or ‘de-individualised’ conception of 
self. In his examination of the analogy between self-knowledge and sight 
(72—6), he stresses what he calls the ‘theological’ or god-centred, rather 
than ‘humanist’ or interpersonal, dimension of self-knowledge. ‘Taken 
overall, this reading implies, as he acknowledges at various points, a 
rather Neoplatonic (or ‘pre-Neoplatonic’) conception of self: our es- 
sence is a de-personalised, god-centred entity, Bempytikds voÿc, or the 
highest grade of the Neoplatonic levels of human existence.? This is, on 
the face of it, a much more plausible view of the conception of the self 
implied in the Alcibiades than, for instance, Foucault’s reading in terms 
of subjective reflexivity, outlined earlier. But does it capture, exactly, 
the line of thought followed out in this dialogue? Does not Brunschwig 
assimilate its concepts rather too closely to Neoplatonic ones? To put 
the point differently, is it reasonable to think that Alcibiades, even in 
principle, could have understood and embraced this conception of our 
essential nature or identity??! 


2 On the textual variants in 133c5, 0eóv (god) or Oetov (divine), see Denyer (2001), 
note on 133c4; for other possible readings, see Marboeuf and Pradeau (1999), 215-16, 
n. 152. 

9" Brunschwig (1996), 71-2, 75-6, esp. 76. The ‘pre-Neoplatonic’ dimension is 
stronger if we include the passage based on the evidence of Eusebius and Stobaeus 
(133c8-17). Brunschwig seems inclined to do so (while not basing his case on this 
passage); perhaps relatedly, he is inclined to doubt that the dialogue is authentically 
Platonic (61). On Neoplatonic readings of Alc., see text to n. 6 above. 

3! See text to nn. 12-18 above. Brunschwig (1996), 66 also recognises Alcibiades’ 
plausible horizon of understanding as an exegetical constraint. 
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I begin by considering Brunschwig's analysis of the form of the argu- 
ment before examining the question of the implied conception of self. 
A key text for his analysis is 130d3—6, with its contrast between aùtò tò 
aùtó and aùtó (or adtov) Exaotov. I cite again Hutchinson’s transla- 
tion of the passage (which matches Brunschwig's assumptions about the 
meaning), giving my own version of key terms in square brackets. 


SOCRATES: What we mentioned just now, that we should first consider 
what the self itself [the itself itself | ({ùtò tò o16) is. Instead of considering 
that, we've been considering what a particular self [each person himself] 
is (œdtov Ékaotov). Perhaps that will be enough for us.? 


This passage comes just after the first section of the argument, which 
concludes that our essence is the psyche rather than the body (130c), 
and it precedes the second section, which draws the analogy between 
self-knowledge and vision (132c-133c). Brunschwig (1996, 65-7) 
concludes, with good reason, that this comment by Socrates invalidates 
one possible interpretation of the tasks undertaken in these two sections 
of argument: namely, that the first section analyses aùtò tò aùtó and 
the second analyses adtd éxaotov.** He argues that it makes more sense 
to see the first section as focused on adtd Ékaotov, and the second on 
avtO TO adtó (1996: 70, 77). In other words, Brunschwig challenges 
the view that the first section presents the main thesis of the dialogue 
(namely, that we are souls) and that this is simply elaborated by means 
of the analogy of vision. By contrast, he argues that the first section 
is merely preliminary, and that it remains at the level of the ‘personal’ 
(individualised) self. By contrast, the second section progresses to the 
‘impersona!’ (de-individualised) self, which is pure, god-like mind (vote), 
and which corresponds to the idea of aùtò tò oto, by contrast with 
atò exaotov.** I agree with his view that the analysis of self-knowledge 
is progressive, and that the second section takes us further than the 
first. But, in the light of the earlier discussion here of the meaning 
of adto 10 o16, I do not think it is plausible to see either of the two 
sections as analysing aùtò tò o016, that is, what it means to understand 


% Hutchinson's translation of Alc. 130d4—6, in Cooper (1997), 589 (on textual vari- 
ants, see n. 9 above). For Brunschwig's translation, see n. 33 below. 

3 Brunschwig (1996), 66, 77, translates these contrasting phrases as ‘le soi-même 
lui-méme’ and ‘ce qu'est chaque soi’; cf. Marboeuf and Pradeau (1999), 173. He reads 
ato (rather than adtdv) Ékaotov (77). 

** Brunschwig (1996), 67—71, 76-7, referring on p. 70 to 132c (where Brunschwig, 
tentatively, reconstructs a third occurrence of adtd 16 o6). 
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something ‘in its essence’. That would be a much more abstract and 
metaphysical enquiry, more like the kind of analysis we find in Plato's 
Parmenides, which Alcibiades would have no hope of following.” Thus, 
in terms of this contrast, it seems to me that both of the two sections 
of this argument are centred, in different ways, and in different degrees, 
on the exploration of adtov Ékaotov, that is, what each of us is (in our 
essence) as persons, human beings or ‘selves’ (in modern terms). 

Second, let us consider Brunschwig's reading of the second section, 
which he takes as presenting a ‘theological’, god-centred, conception of 
self as contemplative mind rather than a ‘humanist’ one. His reading is 
both subtle and complex, and I cannot explore all its aspects here. But 
the emphasis is on the idea that we know ourselves most fully when we 
contemplate god, as in a mirror, which reflects the best part of us (our 
essence), namely our god-like capacity for knowing and thinking. This 
idea 1s, in fact, most fully articulated in a passage preserved in Eusebius 
(and with some variations by Stobaeus) and not in the manuscript read- 
ings of Alcibiades (133c8-17).*° But Brunschwig (1996, 74—6) argues that 
this view 1s strongly implied in the text of the manuscripts, especially 
133c1-6. He also underlines a striking feature of the phraseology of the 
analogy: the two eyes and minds are described as ‘like’ (otov) the mir- 
ror and virtue or god, rather than the mirror or god being ‘like’ the eyes 
(133210, b10).7 Brunschwig takes this to imply the primacy of model 
(mirror and virtue or god) over copy (eye or mind). He also points out 
that the two eyes in the analogy of sight are not used here to express an 
idea we find elsewhere in Plato and Aristotle: namely that the discovery 
of truth depends on an interpersonal relationship which is also in some 
sense reciprocal or mutual.” This reading of the analogy of sight, together 
with a related reading of the earlier section of the analysis, supports his 
view (1996: 75-6) that the analysis of self-knowledge in this dialogue 
moves from a personal to an impersonal conception of self, and culmi- 
nates in god-like mind. 


5 For a similar view of this passage, see Inwood (2005), 336-7. 

3 Brunschwig (1996), 71-2, 74—5. 

37 More precisely, the two relevant phrases are: ‘except at that thing to which this 
(the eye) happens to be like’ (133a11) ‘or at anything to which this (the psyche) hap- 
pens to be like’ (b10), and not vice versa; cf. the translations of these lines in Marboeuf 
and Pradeau (1999). 

38 Brunschwig (1996), 72-8; for the contrast with Arist. MM 2.15, 1213a14—26, see 
his pp. 77-8. Contrast also the erotic ocular reciprocity in Pl. Phdr. 255c-e; on which see 
Denyer (2001), 229. On the MM passage, see Cooper (1980), 320, Gill (2006), 356. 
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How persuasive 1s this reading of the analogy of vision, which car- 
ries crucial support for Brunschwig's account of the conception of self 
expressed by the argument? On one point at least, his interpretation 1s 
incontestable—the absence of stress on the reciprocal relationship be- 
tween the two eyes (or psyches), and the difference in this respect from, 
for instance, a famous passage in Aristotle's Magna Moralia? However, 
I wonder if Brunschwig does not go rather too far in eliminating the in- 
terpersonal dimension from this section of the dialogue. On his view, it 
is not clear why Socrates introduces the idea of one eye (or pupil) reflect- 
ing the other at all.*° It would be enough simply to introduce the mirror 
and god as instruments of self-reflection and self-knowledge—which is 
what we actually find in the Eusebian interpolation (133c8-17).* How- 
ever, in fact, I think, the second eye, more precisely, the pupil, does play 
a significant role which the mirror does not. The two pupils resemble 
each other in being active capacities, and in this respect being the ‘best’ 
part of the eye and embodying its &petH (133a7, b4), whereas the mir- 
ror is not active and simply reflects. Similarly, the two psyches are alike 
in being active capacities (for eióévot te Kat ppoveîv, 133c2), though 
at this level the contrast with the reflecting agent, namely god, is less 
clear. (This depends on whether god is conceived as actively thinking 
and knowing or simply as an object of knowledge or aspiration.) This 
feature of shared activity is compatible with the idea, underlined by 
Brunschwig,” that the eyes or mind are also ‘like’ their reflecting objects 
(mirror or virtue/god). It is when one active capacity looks at another, 
that they recognise their shared &peth, which is what each of them is 
said to be like’. The transition from the vision-analogy to the follow- 
ing claim that self-knowledge constitutes oe9pocóvn (c18-19) is also 
perhaps more natural on this reading, since this claim continues the 
focus on the active exercise of virtue in the two psyches.'* 


3 See refs. in n. 38 above. 

* In 133a1-4, what is reflected in the other eye is the whole face, not just the eye, 
as Jean-François Pradeau has pointed out to me; cf. Marboeuf and Pradeau (1999), 
214, n. 143. But in 133a6—b5, the dominant theme is that of one eye recognising itself 
by looking at another eye. 

^! This difference is also noted by Annas (1985), 132, n. 51. Thus, as far as 
Brunschwig's reading is concerned, the text could omit the passage between 133a5 and 
b7, or even c4, since there is no obvious need for the second pupil at all. 

+ Brunschwig (1996), 74—6; see text to n. 37 above. 

4 This two-fold likeness constitutes the ‘triangular’ relationship described in the 
following paragraph. 

^ We have thus a sequence of comments on virtues (133b10, c5, c18), linked with 
eiðévor TE Kai qpovetv in c2. 
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In making these points, I am not seeking to revive the claim that the 
analogy implies a reciprocal process, or that the achievement of self- 
knowledge depends on this reciprocity, that 1s, what Brunschwig (1996, 
75—6) calls the ‘humanist’ or ‘horizontal’ (eye-to-eye) reading of the im- 
age, by contrast with the ‘theological’ or ‘vertical’ reading which he 
advocates. But I think the image, at least at the psychic level, implies 
what one might call a ‘triangular’ model, in which both psyches are 
related to each other (as active capacities for knowing), and in which 
this (shared) active capacity 1s also god-like. That is, the psyches are re- 
lated to each other at one 'axis', while their converging axis is directed 
to god.? Thus, although the significance of the image does not centre 
on a relationship of reciprocity or mutual dependence, it may still be 
important that the god-like element 1s shared or common to the two 
psyches, and that self-knowledge (knowledge of one's essence) 1s knowl- 
edge of this shared, common element. Also, if we look at the immediate 
context of the vision-analogy, we do find features that underline the 
interpersonal dimension in gaining knowledge (including knowledge of 
the nature of self-knowledge). ‘Twice, we find reference to the idea of 
Socrates and Alcibiades as partners in dialogue (129b, 1306); and the 
second time the reference is explicitly linked with the unfolding analy- 
sis of self-knowledge in that their dialogue is now said to be between 
psyches, rather than bodies.“ Also, between the two sections of the 
analysis, and at the end of the dialogue (131c-132c, 135d-e), there is 
an emphatic allusion to the quasi-erotic relationship between Socrates 
and Alcibiades, seen as being the means by which Alcibiades can learn 
to take care of himself, by gaining the kind of self-knowledge envisaged 


5 Thus, the emphasis on ‘likeness’ (133a11, b10) lays the basis for specifying the 
third factor whose character is (to some degree) also common to the two partners (i.e. 
god, 133c5), an idea also prepared for by the use of ‘god-like’ (Oetótepov, Betov) in 
133cl, c5. 

4 Brunschwig (1996), 68-9, links this motif with the shift from personal to imper- 
sonal, which he sees as underlying the argument. At this stage of the analysis (that 
of the concrete individual or abdtd Ékotov, by contrast with that of wdtd tò dtd in 
132c-133b (see text to nn. 33-4 above), he thinks the interlocutors are presented as 
particularised possessors and users of bodies, even though the stress in the second pas- 
sage 1s on dialogue between psyches. But, although embodiment can be used as a way of 
expressing the idea of unique individuality (for instance, in modern terms, by reference 
to fingerprints or DNA) or in Stoic theory, by the uniquely differentiating feature, Long 
and Sedley (1987), section 28, there is little sign of that idea here. ‘Body’ and ‘psyche’ 
are simply used as categories by which our essence is specified, and neither bodies nor 
psyches are characterised in terms that involve explicit individualisation. 
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in the argument." These features of the context also suggest the idea of 
a triangular relationship, in which shared enquiry constitutes a key part 
of gaining knowledge of the truth. Thus, arguably, these points encour- 
age us to read the relationship between the two pupils or psyches in the 
vision-analogy in triangular terms. 

I conclude this discussion by seeking to place in a broader context the 
interpretative Issues raised by Brunschwig's reading and also to sum up 
the conception of self (in the sense of what is essential to us) implied in 
the Alcibiades. In Plato's dialogues as a whole, and in ancient and mod- 
ern reception of Plato's dialogues, we find, arguably, not one but two 
conceptions of what is essential to us. One is the idea I am associating 
with the triangular relationship. This is the idea of human beings as 
(embodied) active minds, engaged with each other in ‘shared search’ for 
truth—truth conceived in objective (rather than inter-subjective) terms.“ 
The other 1s the idea of the human being as essentially or virtually a 
(disembodied) mind, in whom knowledge of truth is realised and who 
has, to this degree, achieved a ‘god-like’ status. ‘The knowledge or truth 
so realised is objective and thus in principle common or shared with all 
knowers (and not private), although the knower is no longer dependent 
on ‘shared search’ to achieve this knowledge. The vision-analogy in the 
Alcibiades—like other Platonic presentations of what is essential to us— 
can be seen as lying on the cusp between these two ideas. Passages such 
as the characterisation of the ‘true’ psyche in Republic 61 1b—612a (which 
is particularly close to the vision-analogy in the Alcibades) can be read ei- 
ther way, depending on whether we focus on the shared aspirations of the 
dialectical interlocutors or on the psycho-ethical state posited as ideal. 
The Platonic Socrates functions as a complex, even ambiguous, figure. 
He sometimes expresses the first idea, as an untiring q1Aóoooog (lover 
of wisdom) and activator of continuing shared search, and sometimes 


47 On Socratic erotic dialectic with Alcibiades and the implied contrast with politi- 
cal/rhetorical discourse, see Denyer (2001), 5-9, Pradeau (1999), 30-4. 

48 On ‘shared search’ (ovGntnoic), see e.g. Chrm. 166c-d, Prt. 348c-e, Tht. 150a-151e; 
for the inter-subjectivist/objectivist contrast regarding Plato's conception of knowledge 
of truth, see Gill (19962), 284-6, Rowe (2005), 224—30. 

9 The main point of similarity is that the love of wisdom or aspiration to divinity is 
seen as what is best, essential or ‘true’ in the psyche; cf. Alc. 133b7-c6 and R. 611510, 
el-3, 612a3-4. On other complex (or ambiguous) characterisations of our ‘core’ or 
‘essential’ nature (e.g. Pl. Phdr. 230a, or Aristotle (EN 10.7—8), see Gill (2006), 5-9. On 
the idea that shared search and the aspiration to an (unachieved) state of knowledge 
or perfection pervades Plato's dialogues as a whole (and not just the early ‘Socratic’) 
ones, see Gill (19962), 296-310. 
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the second, as a symbol of passionless and quasi-disembodied virtue, 
while often oscillating on the margins of both ideas.” My reading of 
the vision-analogy stresses the first idea (especially with reference to 
the triangular relationship), while Brunschwig, like the (Neoplatonic) 
interpolator of the Eusebian passage, stresses the second.°’ Although 
we accentuate, in this respect, different sides of the Platonic ideal, both 
our readings are conceived, I think, in objective, and indeed objec- 
tive-participant terms,” at least in the sense that both readings assume 
that objective knowledge provides access to a common or shared truth. 
There is a clear contrast with the conception of self (centred on subjec- 
tive reflexivity) that Foucault finds in the Alcibiades in his interpretation 
of the idea of aùtò tò aùtó.” Thus, the exploration of self-knowledge 
in Plato’s Alcibiades, despite seeming to anticipate a modern subjective 
view of self, can be credibly interpreted (on at least two readings, that of 
Brunschwig and myself) as offering a powerful expression of an objec- 
tive-participant conception of self. 
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SOCRATES ON THE DEFINITION OF FIGURE IN THE MENO 


Theodor Ebert 
(Erlangen University) 


Plato's Meno 1s, in its first part (up to 79e), an attempt to find a defini- 
tion of virtue (&petn). Meno, Socrates’ interlocutor, thinks that this is 
an easy task and provides Socrates with a list of virtues for several dif 
ferent persons, for a man, a woman, a child, an old man, a free man 
and a slave (7le—72a). When Socrates has made it clear to Meno that 
such a list does not qualify as a definition (72c6—d1), since it does not 
give a single explanation covering all the virtues, Meno comes up with 
a different proposal: virtue 1s the ability to rule over other men (73c9). 
This leads to an even more spectacular failure on Meno’s part: since 
such an ability can hardly be the virtue of a child or a slave (73d2-5), 
this definition would be too narrow; yet it is also too broad, since ruling 
over people without justice would not count as virtue either (73d6-10). 
Meno accepts his defeat and declares that he is unable to find a common 
explanation for all the virtues, as he is in other cases (74al1-bl). 

Socrates then explains to Meno that they are searching for the defi- 
nition of a general concept and he proposes to his partner to do first 
some preparatory work on an easier example, that of the definition 
of a figure (oxfio) (74e11—75a9). When Meno declines to engage in 
this sort of inquiry and wants Socrates to do the job for him (75b1), 
Socrates is willing to do so, provided that afterwards Meno will tell 
him what he takes the definition of virtue to be (75b2-6). Socrates 
then gives Meno the following definition of figure: “Let figure be for 
us that thing which, alone of the things that are, always accompanies 
colour". (75b9-11, tr. Sharples, slightly altered) 

The defining formula in Greek is this: 6 uóvov tv Óvtov tuyxévet 
XPOMATi Get Emouevov. Socrates adds that he would be quite happy 
if Meno would come up with a similar definition of virtue. Sharples, 
the most recent commentator of the dialogue in the English-speaking 
world, has the following comment on this sentence: 


There are two possible interpretations of this, not mutually exclusive: 
(1) one cannot have a patch of colour which has no shape (Sharples’ 
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rendering of oxfjuo— Lh. E.), (i) anything that has shape must have 
some colour. (i) is perhaps the more natural reading of Plato's words; (ii) 
might have been expressed as ‘is always accompanied by colour! 


To speak of “two possible interpretations” of this sentence while claim- 
ing that one of these “is perhaps the more natural reading of Plato’s 
words” seems to me misleading. For what we have here are in fact the 
two universally quantified propositions that make up any proper defi- 
nition. To see this, it will be sufficient to put the definition of man as 
a rational animal in the same format: let man be that creature which, 
alone of the things that are, always accompanies rationality. Or in short: 
only men are always rational animals. The two words ‘only’ and ‘always’ 
are used to express two propositions of the form “Every S is P". First 
of all, “only men are rational animals” is equivalent to “every rational 
animal is a man”; secondly, “men are always rational animals” is a 
somewhat colloquial way of saying “every man is a rational animal”. 
So the job of the two words ‘only’ and ‘always’ is simply to render 
the definiendum and the definiens coextensive, which is a requirement any 
definition should comply with. 

Now, the job of the Greek words corresponding to the English ‘only’ 
and ‘always’, i.e. uóvov and Get respectively, in stating a definition is 
just the same. Hence, “only figures accompany colour” is equivalent 
to “every companion of colour is a figure” and “figures always accom- 
pany colour” will be “every figure is a companion of colour”. The 
second sentence corresponds to Sharples’ (i). His (i), which takes up 
the ‘only’ part of Socrates’ definition, is a somewhat entangled way of 
stating “every companion of colour is a figure”, for to say that “one 
cannot have a patch of colour which has no shape” is equivalent to 
saying that “every patch of colour has a shape”. Hence, the two pos- 
sible interpretations that Sharples wants to find in Socrates’ words 
correspond simply to the two propositions stating the coextensivity of 
the definiendum ‘figure’ (shape) and the definiens ‘accompanies colour’ (is 
a companion of colour). 

Thus Socrates’ model definition of figure should have made it clear to 
Meno that a proper definition of virtue should comply with the formal 
requirement instantiated in the definition of figure. For any definition, 
it must be possible to frame it in the form: ‘Only As are always Bs’. 
How does Meno react to this? He dismisses Socrates’ proposal as 


! Sharples 1985, 131. 
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‘naive’, ebn0ec (75c2). Yet his further remarks show that he may not 
have grasped the true import of Socrates’ definition. When Socrates 
asks him “What do you mean?” and Meno is obliged to account for his 
rather disparaging comment, he first restates in his own words Socrates’ 
definition before explaining why he finds it naive: because someone 
might say that he does not know what colour is (75c5-7). In fact, it 
is Meno’s objection that deserves to be characterized as naive. For, in 
a definition, it is the definiendum that is to be defined; if you ask for a 
further definition of the definiens, you start a chain that might go on 
ad infinitum. Moreover, the concept of colour is one of the elementary 
concepts we possess. Any human being who is able to use his eyesight 
properly and who has mastered the use of human language, knows 
what the meaning of ‘colour’ (or of its equivalent in other languages) 
is, and that certainly should suffice to make Socrates’ definition of 
figure pellucid. 

Of equal importance is Meno’s restatement of Socrates’ definition: 
that figure is, as he believes, according to Socrates’ account, “what 
always follows colour"? (75c4f). Meno comes up with a truncated ver- 
sion of Socrates’ words: Socrates’ ‘only’ has been dropped from Meno’s 
restatement. This may be a slip of the tongue, and it would probably 
be rash to conclude from Meno’s words that he has not realized the 
true import of the definition provided by Socrates. However, if we take 
Meno’s words at their face value, he has watered down a proper definiens 
to a mere necessary condition for the definiendum. This may indicate 
that Meno is ignorant about a crucial requirement for any definition, 
i.e. that the definiens has to be coextensive with the definiendum. Yet to 
turn this suspicion into a hard fact, we would probably need some 
more solid evidence. 

How does Socrates react to this manoeuvre by Meno? Socrates does 
not comment on Meno’s misquotation of his definition. He is concerned 


? Meno, however, even in his truncated version of Socrates’ definition does not repeat 
Socrates’ words verbatim, but uses ypot& instead of xp@ua. The word ypoi was, as 
Aristotle informs us (cf. De sensu 3, 43931), a term the Pythagoreans used for surface. 
Mugler’s suggestion (Mugler 1948, 380 n) that this is “un moyen discret de lui (i.e. 
Meno.— Th.E.) prêter la connaissance de l'origine pythagoricienne de cette définition” 
goes perhaps too far in assuming a Pythagorean origin of Socrates’ definition, but 
Meno's use of the word is the first device in the dialogue to bring him into contact 
with Western, i.e. Pythagorean-inspired, philosophy. The knowledge of Empedocles’ 
physiology attributed to him at 76c6-d5 furthers the connection. 
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only to reply to Meno's objection. His reply comes in two versions, as 
it were, both beginning with an ‘if’: 


If the person questioning me were one of the erisüc and contentious 
specialists, I would say to him: I for one have stated my position; if I 
am wrong, it is up to you to examine the statement and to refute me. 


(75c8-d2) 


This seems to be an urbane way of making it clear to Meno that he has 
acted in an eristic manner; if he, Meno, thinks that there is something 
wrong with Socrates’ definition of figure in terms of colour, he ought 
to show that it is wrong instead of asking for a further account of a 
term in the definiens. Yet Socrates, in his next remark, still pretends 
that they are not engaged in an eristic argument, as alluded to in the 
preceding lines, but that they are conducting a friendly discussion. His 
reply to Meno is as follows: 


If, on the other hand, like me and you now, we had the intention to 
discuss with each other as friends, I should have to reply in a somewhat 
milder tone and in a more dialectical way. The more dialectical way, I 
suspect, is not merely to give a reply that 1s true, but also to make use of 
those terms which the questioned partner has previously acknowledged 
(npoopoAoyf])? as known to him. And in this manner I shall now try to 
proceed in the discussion with you. (75d2-7). 


By replying in this way, Socrates interprets Meno's objection very much 
in bonam partem, giving 1t a meaning which it probably did not have in 
Meno’s eyes. The definiens, so Socrates implies, should make use only of 
terms which the partner to the discussion has previously agreed to as 
known. As for colour, it should be obvious that this concept is known to 


* I follow Gedike's emendation, also adopted by Thompson and Bluck, in reading 
rpoouokoyi instead of rposouokoyf of the mss. The latter form would mean ‘acknowl- 
edge in addition’. Yet there is nothing in the context to which the acknowledgements 
Socrates seems to have in mind might have been added. The idea clearly seems to be 
that in a dialectical discussion when it comes to defining a concept, the terms used 
in the definiens should be agreed upon before stating the definition, as is done soon 
afterwards when Socrates presents his second definition of figure. Another way of 
explaining the supposedly erroneous reading of the mss would be to assume that Plato 
wrote rpoôtouokoyf. The sequence of delta and iota might have easily been misread 
as a sigma. In Aristotle, xpoótopoAoyetoOoa is the technical term frequently used for a 
previous agreement in a dialectical discussion, e.g. Top. I 18, 108b15; II 3, 110a37; VI 
10, 148b7; An. pr. I 44, 50a33, a36. The verb is twice attested in Plato: Soph. 241a5, 
Tim. 78al, whereas npoopoAoyetoO0ot occurs in three passages: Phaed. 93d1; Rep. V, 
479d7; Theaet. 159c15. (For npocopoAoyetoÜot there are four entries: Soph. 248d1, 
261e4; Hipparch. 22747; Gorg. 461b5.) 
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Meno as to anybody else able to make use of his eyesight; hence there 
was no real need to reach a previous agreement about this concept. 
Yet Socrates is now willing to comply with this further requirement, 
starting on a new definition of figure. He gets Meno to acknowledge 
three concepts as known to him: that of an end (€oyatov) or a limit 
(népag), that of a plane surface (&xtre0ov) and that of a solid (otepedv) 
(75e1—76a3). After Meno has agreed to these three terms, Socrates can 
state his second definition of figure. It is worth quoting in full: 


With regard to every figure (katà...navtòç oxńuatoç) I say that in which 
the solid ends, that is figure; and, putting it more succinctly, I could state 
that figure is “limit of solid”. (76a5—7) 


We should expect Meno to comment on this second definition, but he 
does not do so. There is no word of praise or criticism on his part. His 
reaction is a query about—colour; he is going back to his objection 
to Socrates’ first definition of figure. There is no justification for this 
move, for he has been treated to a completely new definition of figure 
in which the concept of colour does not occur. Meno’s question is a 
prevarication intended to delay his promised statement of a definition 
of virtue. Socrates calls him arrogant (dBpiotñg), yet he is still willing 
to answer even this question. Since this further discussion does not shed 
light on the definition of figure, we may safely ignore it. 

We should not follow Meno in his evasive move, for this second 
definition is also worth close scrutiny. So let us look at it somewhat 
more carefully than Meno himself has done. 

If we compare this definition to the first one (and that is certainly 
something Meno was supposed to do), it is difficult to detect in it 
the formal property of a definition instantiated in the first example. 
Although the ‘always’ has a counterpart in the words “with regard to 
every figure (katà...xovtóg OXNUATOS)”, there is, at least on the sur- 
face level, no clear equivalent to the ‘only’, the uóvov of 75b10. And, 
what is more important, in the two formulae which seem to state the 
definition, 1.e. 


(i) “that in which the solid ends, that is figure (eig 6 tò otepsóv repaivet, 
TOOT’ eivor oyua 76a5£)" 

and 

(ii) “figure is ‘limit of solid’ (otepeod n£poc oxfua eivor. 76a7)”, 
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there is no expression doing the work of a quantifier. Now, since 
Socrates’ intention is to give a definition, it may seem natural to take 
(i) and (ii) as identity statements, even if the wording of the Greek is 
perhaps ambiguous as to the ‘is’ of identity or the ‘is’ of the copula 
and, in the latter case, leaves open the question whether ‘figure’ is 
used as a predicate or a subject in these two clauses. Yet in opting for 
identity statements, we run into a major problem. For although every 
figure (in plane geometry) can be seen to correspond to the limit of a 
solid, it is clearly not true that every limit of a solid is a figure. The 
surface of a sphere is the limit of the sphere, but it does not correspond 
to any figure. Nor does that part of the surface of a cylinder which 
is not plane; and the same is true for a cone or for any solid with a 
curved surface. 

So whatever may be the exact meaning of the two clauses offered 
by Socrates, we are in a dilemma. If we take the ‘is’ as copulative and 
make ‘figure’ the subject of the two clauses, (i) and (i) yield true state- 
ments, namely that every figure is (corresponds to) the limit of a solid, 
but instead of a definition of figure, we have only a necessary condition 
for something’s being a figure. On the other two options (first, ‘figure’ 
taken as the predicate of predicative statements, second, identity state- 
ments) we are confronted with a patent falsehood, namely that every 
limit of a solid is (corresponds to) a figure. Hence either Socrates has 
committed a mathematical blunder, or in stating his second ‘definition’ 
(now in scare quotes), he has deliberately set a little problem for his 
interlocutor. 

Before discussing these two possibilities, we should first go back once 
again to Socrates’ second ‘definition’ and the way it was arrived at, for 
there is another peculiar feature about Socrates’ statement. Of the three 
concepts which he had previously asked Meno to agree to, only two are 
used in the actual ‘definition’, i.e. limit and solid. The third, éxinedov 
in Greek, does not play any role in the second ‘definition’. So what is 
the point of asking Meno to agree to this concept as known to him? 

To see the rationale behind all this, we should first do some work 
ourselves on the meaning of two of the pivotal terms in this part of the 
discussion. Let us take éxinedov first. Modern English translators of the 
Meno usually render the word by ‘surface’ (Lamb, Guthrie, Thomas). In 
French translations, ‘surface’ is the word used (Croiset, Canto-Sperber). 
Yet this is not the meaning of the Greek word. The technical meaning 
of the adjective éninedoc, of which ériredov is a substantivized neuter, 
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is plane.* Thus, at Rep. VIL, 528a9, the word éniredov is used to refer 
to what has two dimensions (cf. also Tim. 32a7) and is thus the object 
of geometry (cf. 528d2f) as distinct from stereometry? So much is 
confirmed by the use of the word outside the technical language of 
geometry: see LSJ s.v. II: ‘level, flat’, citing as evidence Plato's Critias 
112a. Hence one should render the occurrence of éxinedov in the 
passage under discussion by ‘plane surface’. 

The second term that deserves a brief semantic inquiry is the word 
oyna, ‘figure’, as a technical term in mathematics. The word is used 
to refer to two-dimensional geometrical objects as well as to three- 
dimensional ones. Thus Aristotle takes the circle to be the first among 
plane figures (De caelo II 4, 286b17£), and the sphere to be the first 
among solid figures (ibid. 286b32f). However, it seems that this latter 
usage of oxfiuo, taking it as a term also applicable to solids, was not yet 
established in Plato's time. When Parmenides in the Parmenides divides 
figures into those that are straight (ed@66), round (otpoyybAoc) and a 
mixture of the two (Parm. 145b3—5), he seems to have in mind two- 
dimensional figures, not solid ones. The mixture of straight and round 
are those figures which, as the semicircle, are enclosed by a straight as 
well as by a curved line. In the Meno, Socrates makes use of the same 
terms, i.e. straight and round, when he brings the topic of figure into 
the discussion (cf. 73e3-6, 74b5—7, d4—e2). It is only when he asks Meno 
to give a general account of figure that figures besides those that are 
straight or round are taken into consideration: “What is it that is com- 
mon to what is round and what is straight and to the other things you 
call figures, the same for all?” (75a6-8) I presume that ‘the other things’ 
are those figures that are called a mixture of the two in the Parmenides. 
I see no reason to believe that Socrates has three-dimensional figures 
such as the sphere in mind. Moreover, if it is true that every figure is 
(corresponds to) the limit of a solid, as stated by Socrates, then it can 
hardly be a solid itself. I take it therefore that the ‘figure’ Socrates 1s 
about to define in the Meno refers to two-dimensional figures only and 


^6 


that solid figures simply do not fall under the heading of ‘figure’. 


* See, for example, the entry in Mugler 1959. 

* See also Euclid I def. 7, in which énimedog is used to specify a plane surface. 

ê I do not know why Richard G. Hoerber thinks that the second definition “assumes 
merely figures of three dimensions” (Hoerber 1960, 96); nor do I know what made 
John E. Thomas believe that Socrates’ second definition (Thomas’ M2) “ranges only 
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This still leaves open the possibility that these two-dimensional fig- 
ures might have curved surfaces. They might be, for example, triangles 
inscribed on the surface of a sphere. Yet I think that this possibility 
can be ruled out for the reason that Greek mathematics in Plato's and 
Aristotle’s time has not yet moved on to the problems of spherical 
trigonometry. The passages referred to above from Aristotle’s De caelo ii 
4 seem to imply that a figure 1s either a plane figure or a solid one; this 
leaves no room for two-dimensional figures with curved surfaces. Even 
in Euclid, there is not a single proof concerned with two-dimensional 
figures inscribed on a sphere or a cone or any other solid with a curved 
surface. Hence I assume that the figures for which Socrates wants to 
provide a general definition are just the ones that Greek geometricians 
at the time were theorizing about, namely the figures listed in definitions 
15, 18-22 in the first book of Euclid, on plane geometry. 

Having said so much, it seems to be clear that Socrates’ second ‘defini- 
tion’ of figure is not a mathematical blunder on his part; Socrates quite 
deliberately omits one of the concepts he had Meno agree to and, in 
so doing, presents Meno with an insufficient defining formula in order 
to test whether he has learned the lesson he should have learned from 
the first definition. Meno fails this test. He does not find fault with a 
defining formula in which one of the concepts that ought to be present 
is missing. At best, he has grasped a necessary condition for something’s 
being a figure. And this failure on Meno’s part does indeed indicate that 
his misquotation of Socrates’ first definition was not a mere slip of the 
tongue, but that he had not realized the true import of Socrates’ first 
definition, namely that a proper definition must state the coextensivity 
of definiendum and defimens. 

Thus the proper definition of figure in terms of limit of a solid would 
be: a figure is the plane limit of a solid. Can this claim about a specific 
term of Greek mathematics be corroborated by further evidence? In 
Euclid, the term ‘figure’, oyfiuo, is not defined in terms of the limit 
of a solid, namely not as something that zs a limit, but as something 
that has one or more limit(s). The term ‘limit’ is not used in the actual 
definition of figure in Euclid, but 1s entailed by it. Figure 1s defined as 


over three- (to the exclusion of two-) dimensional figures” (Thomas 1980, 101). Tho- 
mas, who thinks that the word was used in Plato's time for two- as well as for three- 
dimensional figures, could claim at most that Socrates’ second definition covers only 
two-dimensional figures. How could a limit of a solid be a three-dimensional entity 
and thus a solid itself? 
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"that which is enclosed by one or more boundaries” (tò D120 tivos 1j 
twov Opov nzepiexópevov, I def. 14), but ‘boundary’, ópoc, is explained 
as “that which is the limit of something” (6 tivdg éott népa I. def. 13). 
Hence a figure, according to Euclid, 1s enclosed by one or more limits; 
it has limits, but is not itself a limit.’ 

Now I take it that the definition in Euclid is the result of a criticism 
made by Aristotle. In Yop. vi 4, Aristotle discusses definitions which, 
contrary to what a proper definition should be, proceed from what is 
posterior to what is prior. Thus “a point is more intelligible than a line, 
a line than a plane, and a plane than a solid” (141b6f£), and, hence, the 
definition of a line should be given in terms of points, not vice versa. 
Yet, since the great majority of people (ot moAAot) are unable to rec- 
ognize what is prior by nature and thus cling to what falls under their 
senses (cf. 141b10-12), it may sometimes be useful to proceed the other 
way round, defining what is prior by what is posterior (cf. 141b17—-19). 
Aristotle cites as instances of definitions of this sort those of point, line 
and plane. As he writes, “... all these explain the prior by means of the 
posterior, for they call a point the limit of a line, a line the limit of a 
plane, and a plane the limit of a solid”. (Top. vi 4, 141b20-22) 

Aristotle then goes to some length to explain what the shortcomings 
of these definitions are and why they should be avoided in scientific 
discourse. It should be obvious that the fault Aristotle finds with these 
definitions applies equally to the definition of figure in terms of solid, 
since solid is epistemologically posterior to figure, as it is to plane. It is 
worth noting that the defining formula used here for the plane, i.e. the 
limit of a solid (otepeod mépac), is the same as the one presented by 
Socrates in his second statement. Hence this epistemological criticism 
by Aristotle may well explain why Euclid tried to give a new definition 
of figure, a definition in which the order of epistemological priority 1s 
not violated. For stating that a figure is enclosed by limits, i.e. by lines, 
does not make use of anything epistemologically posterior, since a line 1s 
prior to a figure, whereas a solid 1s posterior to it. However, this passage 
of the Topics shows also that there were mathematicians in Aristotle's 


7 Greek mathematics long before Euclid made use of plane surfaces to generate 
(plane) figures out of solids, as can be seen from the problem discussed by Democritus 
concerning a cone cut by a plane surface parallel to its base (DK B 155): are the circles 
generated by this cut equal (in which case the cone seems to have the properties of a 
cylinder) or unequal (in which case the cone seems to have a stair-like form)? 
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time, and probably before, who made use of the formula “the limit of 
a solid? to define a mathematical concept, that of the plane. 

Now, as a defining formula for what is plane, “the limit of a solid” 
will not do. This formula is open to the very same objection that can 
be brought against Socrates’ second ‘definition’ of figure: plane and 
the limit of a solid are not coextensive, since not every limit of a solid 
is plane. Thus both definitions using ‘the limit of a solid’ as a defining 
formula are insufficient. Yet they show the way to a new definition of 
figure, namely that figure is the plane limit of a solid. This definition 
complies with the formal requirement of a definition: only figures are 
always plane limits of solids. In this respect, it is a correct definition, 
even if Aristotle would disagree on epistemological grounds. Yet the 
considerations that led him to reject definitions of this type may not 
have bothered mathematicians in Plato’s time. If we imagine a Socrates 
back from the grave seeking to defend himself against Aristotle’s criti- 
cism, this Socrates might well plead that Meno is one of the many, 
the moAAot, and, that in his case there is therefore, even according to 
Aristotle (c£. Top. vi 4, 141b17—19), a reason to define what is prior by 
what is posterior. 

It may be time to take stock. Is there something of philosophical 
interest to be learned from our analysis of the passage in the Meno 
about the definition of figure? From a philosophical point of view, the 
topic discussed does seem to contain nothing much of interest; after 
all, we remain in the realm of elementary mathematics, even if the 
mathematics are meant to teach us something about the formal qual- 
ity of a proper definition in general. Yet even if we do not learn very 
much as to the content discussed in the passage, there is an important 
lesson to be learned about the method used by the author in writing 
his dialogue. Up to now we have been talking about the discussion 
between Socrates and Meno as if it were a recorded interview, but 
that is not so. The Meno in the Meno is a fiction invented by Plato, as 
is the whole discussion in the dialogue. It testifies to the literary genius 
of Plato that we are so easily led to believe that we follow a sort of 
recorded debate. 

Plato is prepared to give his personae a character of their own. Above 
all, they can act on the basis of a strategy of their own, and this entails 
that they can say things which are misleading, even wrong, if this serves 
their overall strategy. The second ‘definition’ of figure stated by Socrates 
is a case in point. It is, to say the least, misleading, but for a reason: 
Meno should realize that one of the concepts he has been made to 
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accept beforehand is now missing in the defining formula. This serves 
the author's purpose in so far as it illustrates Meno's character. Meno 
is unable to see what is required for a proper definition. Now, to make 
Socrates assert something that 1s clearly misleading, perhaps even wrong, 
is certainly an extreme case. Plato can avail himself of the device on 
this occasion because the mathematical facts underlying the search for 
a definition of figure are simple and straightforward, and the reader 
is therefore able to see through the mathematical mistake contained in 
Socrates’ second ‘definition’. Yet in Plato’s dialogues we quite often find 
a Socrates who is asking questions, as opposed to making assertions. 
There is an unfortunate, though venerable, tradition which has taught 
us to read these questions as statements, as something Socrates and, 
behind him, Plato wants to assert. In this way Plato’s dialogues are 
turned into treatises presented in dialogue form. It is the Neoplatonic 
interpretation of Plato which bears, perhaps not all, but a great deal 
of the responsibility for this reading of Plato.? 

The little discussion on the definition of figure in the Meno can teach 
us to be suspicious about this way of reading a Platonic dialogue. Even if 
Plato sometimes uses the dialogue form to present doctrines, the Timaeus 
being the most conspicuous case, his Socratic dialogues in general con- 
form to the rules of the dialectical game for which Aristotle's Topics viii 
is still the best guide. In this game the questioner tries to lead his partner 
into a contradiction or into the assertion of something paradoxical (cf. 
Top. viii 4, 159a18—20).° The basic assumption in this sort of discussion 
is that the one who answers the questions, in so doing, is the one who 
asserts something, who is committed to certain positions spelled out in 
the debate, not the questioner. So much is explicitly stated by Socrates 
in two Platonic dialogues (cf. Alc. Mai. 113a, Prot. 330e7—331a1). 

If the easy way of turning the questions in a dialectical discussion 
into statements is no longer available to the reader of a Socratic dia- 
logue, then he is bound to interpret the questions and answers by trying 
to find out what the overall strategy of questioner, on the one hand, 
and the ‘questionee’, on the other, might be. It is obvious that such an 


* In a detailed study, Denis O’Brien has shown the negative influence of Neopla- 
tonic philosophy in a neighbouring field, namely on the text of Parmenides (O’Brien 
1988). The Neoplatonic tradition has sometimes changed words in Parmenides’ text 
so as to make it congruent with Platonic-Pythagorean philosophy as it was understood 
by the Neoplatonists. 

? For this aspect of Aristotle’s Topics, cf. Primavesi (1996), esp. 34—40. 
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approach has perils of its own. After all, an interpretation cannot be 
left to the subjective guesswork of an interpreter. Yet if we are able 
to make sense of the sayings and doings in a Greek drama by looking 
into the character, the intellectual background and the aims of the 
dramatis personae, we should in principle be able to do the same for the 
philosophical drama of a Socratic dialogue. Doing this in a proper 
way will make any reading of a Socratic dialogue more difficult, but 
also much more rewarding. 
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PLATO'S PHAEDO AS PROTREPTIC 


Rosamond Kent Sprague 
(University of South Carolina) 


The thesis of this paper is that the arguments for immortality in the 
Phaedo are subordinate to Plato's overall protreptic purpose. To put the 
matter more provocatively, the Phaedo 1s better read as a hell-fire and 
damnation sermon than as a collection of arguments for the immortal- 
ity of the soul. I thus attach particular importance to the words given 
to Socrates at 107C: 


It is right to think then, gentlemen, that if the soul is immortal, it requires 
our care not only for the time we call our life, but for the sake of all 
time, and that one 1s in terrible danger if one does not give it that care. 
If death were escape from everything, it would be a great boon to the 
wicked to get rid of the body and of their wickedness together with their 
soul. But now that the soul appears to be immortal, there 1s no escape 
from evil or salvation for it except by becoming as good and wise as 
possible. ... 107CD' 


Plato’s overriding concern in the Phaedo, as indeed elsewhere, is the 
production of good men. He sees that although it may not be possible 
to argue men into goodness, it may be possible to frighten them into 
it. The arguments are less a promise than a threat. 

Such an approach to the Phaedo does not detract from the importance 
of the arguments for immortality regarded simply as arguments, but it 
serves to show that such arguments are not ends in themselves; they are 
subordinate to Plato’s desire to exhort us to the practice of virtue. If he 
intends to bring home to us the prospect of rewards and punishments 
in a future life, he needs first to persuade us that there actually is a 
future life. He can then proceed to advise us how to obtain its rewards 
and avoid its punishments. 


! Translations of passages in the Phaedo are taken from the version by G.M.A. Grube, 
Indianapolis, 1977. 


126 ROSAMOND KENT SPRAGUE 


Plato has of course other methods of protreptic. One of them 1s 
to try to make the good so attractive that we will have to fall in love 
with it. Another is to try to show that only the good man is happy. Still 
another, and this 1s an important feature of our dialogue, is to hold out 
the ontological and epistemological lure that only the good man can 
know the Forms. With these preliminary thoughts in mind, I shall now 
try to argue the protreptic nature of the Phaedo in more detail. 


II 


I shall start with the definition of death at 64C. Socrates says, and Sim- 
mias agrees, that death is nothing other than “the separation of the soul 
from the body;" more emphatically, *the body comes to be separated 
by itself apart from the soul, and the soul comes to be separated by 
itself apart from the body.” 

There are two immediate comments to be made about this defi- 
nition. One is that, if it be accepted, the succeeding arguments for 
immortality are in danger of becoming otiose: if death means that 
“the soul comes to be separated by itself apart from the body,” then 
death already implies immortality and we may not need any proofs 
for it. The second is that, if immortality be implied by the very act of 
dying, what is the point of all this talk in the Phaedo of the necessity 
for the practice of dying? 

This latter question has of course a clear answer in the Phaedo’s own 
terms: we need to practice death so as to be sure of getting clean away, 
or to put it the other way about, of getting away clean? But I also 
want to suggest that although the question has a clear answer, it ought 
not to have, given Plato’s just-cited definition of death. Anyone can 
die, indeed we all must, so why practice what cannot be avoided, 
especially as his definition implies that one death means no greater 
separation than another? 

Plato is obviously entangled in a theological problem as old as 
human nature and human thought: the wicked all too often appear to 
flourish and the good to suffer. But suppose that the next life holds out 
a reward for the good and punishment for the wicked? This is much 
more satisfactory. Furthermore, it then makes sense to exhort mankind 
to choose goodness. 


? See especially 81BE and 108AB. 
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I see Plato's philosophical task in the Phaedo as one of altering what 
might be called “ontological” immortality into an immortality which 
involved a moral risk, and which may lead either to punishment (of 
varying degrees) or, in the case of the philosopher, to a reward beyond 
price, the company of wise and good gods (63B) and the vision of the 
Forms.* To accomplish this task he employs a variety of means. 

Of these an early and highly significant one occurs at 67C, where 
Socrates, as coda to a lengthy recommendation of the philosophic life, 
offers a definition of purification: 


And does purification not turn out to be what we mentioned in our argu- 
ment some time ago, namely, to separate the soul as far as possible from 
the body and accustom 1t to gather itself and collect itself out of the 
body and to dwell by itself as far as it can both now and in the future, 
freed, as it were, from the bonds of the body? 

67CD 


If we look for an earlier mention of this point, there appears to be 
none, unless, that is, we perceive that the definition of purification is 
really a reworking of the definition of death. The two definitions coin- 
cide, but embody the important distinction I have just tried to suggest: 
the definition of death implies ontological immortality, whereas the 
definition of purification, which now replaces it, implies immortality 
as a moral risk. 

This replacement has far-reaching consequences. For one thing, it 
makes sense of Plato's frequent references in the Phaedo to the true 
philosopher. He is the one who practises death with assured success. He 
does this by separating the soul from the body, so far as it 1s possible, 
before death, that is, by denying himself the pleasures (and, incidentally, 
the pains) which rivet soul to body (83D), chaining it hand and foot 
behind prison bars. Were not immortality a risk rather than a simple 
ontological state, there would be no point in differentiating the true 
philosopher from other folk, nor indeed, of praising Socrates as the 
wisest and most upright and best (118A). 

The true philosopher, then, is the man who has achieved purity, and 
is, of course, the one who will see the Just, the Beautiful, and the Good 


* For the five possible fates of the disembodied soul, see 113D-114C. (The incurable 
souls that are cast into Tartarus presumably remain there without being destroyed, 
113E; for a slight indication to the contrary, see 80B) 

* For the promised company of these gods, see also 69C, 81A and 82B. I think it 
possible that in such passages Plato may even be referring to the Forms themselves. 
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(65D). The practice of such purification is equated by Plato with the 
practice of philosophy itself. As he says at 67D, “it is only those who 
practice philosophy in the right way...who always most want to free 
the soul; and this release and separation of the soul from the body 1s 
the preoccupation of the philosophers." 

Behind this whole complex of ideas (purity, philosophy and death) 
is also, I think, the old Presocratic principle of like to like: it is only 
with the pure soul that we see the pure Form. The same principle is 
of course also at the root of the argument at 78Bff, usually called the 
“argument from affinity.” The strategy of this argument is to list two 
sets of opposites and then to inquire as to which set the soul is more 
similar. It turns out that the soul is more like “the divine, deathless, 
intelligible, uniform, indissoluble (and) always the same as itself,” in 
contrast to the body, which more greatly resembles “that which is 
human, mortal, multiform, unintelligible, soluble and never consistently 
the same” 80AB. 

The argument is cogent but proves a bit too much. Plato not only 
associates the first group of predicates with the soul, he associates them 
also with the Forms. These too remain always the same, are incompos- 
ite, invisible and so on. By the time he reaches the conclusion I have 
just cited, however, he has made the soul so like the Forms that he 
runs the risk of being unable to keep them distinct. He thus runs the 
concomitant risk of falling back into what I earlier called an ontologi- 
cal immortality rather than one incurring a moral risk. If the soul in 
its essential nature has the attributes of the Forms, and if like tends 
towards like, the necessity for moral effort disappears. Furthermore, 
if all souls resemble the Forms, all resemble each other, and this is 
something Plato will not allow? That the good differ from the wicked 
is as axiomatic for him here as it is axiomatic in, say, the Cratylus that 
there are true and false names, in the Theaetetus that the wise man’s 
opinion is better than that of a dog-faced baboon, in the Phaedrus that 
some souls see more of the Forms than others, or in the Republic that 
the philosopher should be king. 

To counteract the implications of his conclusion, then, he surrounds 
it with passages reminiscent of the early sections of the dialogue in 
which he recommended philosophy, purification, and the practice of 


? See especially 93B. 
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death. A brief passage of this kind occurs, for instance, at 79C, where 
the body and the senses are blamed for dragging the soul to the things 
that are never the same, with the results that the soul becomes dizzy 
and drunk. A companion passage, immediately following at 79D, speaks 
in laudatory terms of the soul when it “investigates by itself”, that is, 
of the pure or truly philosophic soul that has withdrawn itself from 
the body. 

An inspection of the succeeding passages yields much more of the 
same: the pure soul will go to a region “noble, pure and invisible,” 
to “the good and wise god” to whom Socrates himself will soon be 
going, there to be happy and rid of all human ills, 80A, E, 81A. The 
body-loving soul, by contrast, polluted, impure, and “permeated by the 
physical,” lingers in the graveyard, ultimately to be imprisoned in some 
new body, perhaps not even a human body but that of a donkey, wolf, 
or hawk, or of some well-behaved and community-minded insect, 82B. 
The senses are attacked, and philosophy is extolled as the release from 
a self-imposed imprisonment in which the soul, riveted to the body by 
pleasures and pains, wallows in its own ignorance, 82E—84B. Plato has 
pulled out all his protreptic stops in this lengthy passage (occupying 
nearly four Stephanus pages), and it is perhaps not surprising that “when 
Socrates finished speaking there was a long silence”, 84C. I think that 
Plato was well aware that the affinity argument could be leading him 
into metaphysical difficulties and that he needed to distract our atten- 
tion by a fresh sermon on what will happen to the soul that neglects 
philosophy in favour of the body. 

Plato executes a similar manoeuvre in connection with his final 
argument, from Forms as causes. The effect of this argument is to 
show that immortality is an essential attribute of the soul in the way in 
which cold is of snow or oddness of three. But if such be the case, the 
pendulum swings back to ontological immortality; hence the decisive 
return to protreptic in the concluding myth of judgment. “When the 
dead arrive at the place to which each has been led by his guardian 
Spirit, they are first judged as to whether they have led a good and 
pious life”, says Plato, and he proceeds to delineate for us the dreadful 
fate of the wicked, 113Dff Again, too, this fate is contrasted with the 
philosophical delights in store for the good, 110Bff 
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This desire of Plato’s to divert our attention from an immortality that 
is ontological and morally neutral goes far to explain why fear is such 
an important theme in the Phaedo. 

He begins quite early in the dialogue to introduce this theme by 
associating fear and confusion with the body. So, at 66C, he says of 
the body that “it fills us with wants, desires, fears, all sorts of illusions 
and much nonsense, so that...no thought of any kind ever comes to 
us from the body". By contrast, the true philosophers, who disdain the 
body, “fear death least of all men”, 67E. 

Those who love the body are not even free from fear in the prac- 
tice of virtue. When they show bravery in the face of death, they do 
it “for fear of greater evils”, 68D, and the temperate among them are 
so because “they fear to be deprived of other pleasures which they 
desire”, 69E. 

The argument from affinity, which runs from 78B to 84B, and which, 
I have tried to show, is given a particularly protreptic turn by Plato, is 
also placed in a context of fear. Socrates introduces the argument by 
saying to Simmias and Cebes that they “seem to have this childish fear 
that the wind would really dissolve and scatter the soul, as it leaves the 
body, especially if one happens to die in a high wind and not in calm 
weather,” and Cebes laughingly admits that “perhaps there is a child in 
us who have these fears”, 77D, E. The subsequent proof is undertaken 
as a charm to persuade this child “not to fear death like a bogey”, 77E, 
and begins by inquiring, “what sort of thing is likely to be scattered? 
On behalf of what kind of thing should one fear this, and for what 
kind of thing should one not fear it?”, 78B. The result will be, he says, 
to show us whether we should “fear for the soul or be of good cheer", 
78B. At the end of the argument, at 84B, Plato tells us that for the soul 
nurtured on reason, that is, for the soul of the philosopher, “there is 
no danger...that one should fear that, on parting from the body, the 
soul would be scattered and dissipated by the winds and no longer be 
anything anywhere.” In other words, the philosopher need not fear the 
loss of his just reward. 

Even within the argument Plato continues this barrage, telling 
us, at 81A, that the soul that has rid itself of the body has also “rid 
itself of confusion, ignoring fear, violent desire, and the other human 
ills...” Furthermore, the body-loving soul hates and fears the Forms 
just as much as the philosopher hates and fears the body. So, at 81B, 
he says: 
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...and if that soul is accustomed to hate and fear and avoid that which 
is dim and invisible to the eyes but intelligible and to be grasped by phi- 
losophy—do you think that such a soul will escape pure and by itself? 


Plato seems determined to drive a wedge not only between soul and 
body but also between two sorts of soul, the Form-loving and the 
body-loving. Such a contrast 1s obviously crucial to his exhortation to 
the philosophic life. 

Plato continues to develop the theme of fear in the harmony and 
coat objections raised by Simmias and Cebes later in the dialogue. 
Clearly the affinity argument has done nothing to reassure “the child 
in them.” According to Cebes, 


any man who faces death with confidence is foolish, unless he can prove 
that the soul is altogether immortal. If he cannot, a man about to die 
must of necessity fear for his soul, lest the present separation of the soul 
from the body bring about the complete destruction of the soul, 88B. 


Simmias, in Socrates’ summary at 91CD, “is in doubt and fears that 
the soul, though it is more divine and beautiful that the body, yet pre- 
deceases it, being a kind of harmony,” and the summary of Cebes’ 
objection, at 95D, concludes with the remark, “you say it makes no 
difference whether [the soul] enters the body once or many times as 
far as the fear of each of us is concerned, but it is natural for a man 
who is no fool to be afraid, if he does not know and cannot prove that 
the soul is immortal.” 

It is, I think, testimony to Plato’s good opinion of his final argument 
that at the end of it, 107A, Cebes and, more reluctantly, Simmias, are 
convinced, and therefore we may assume that their fears have been 
allayed. Or, rather, their fears for Socrates, since we do not know how 
far these two not very orthodox Pythagoreans are prepared to go in 
devotion to the philosophic life. If Simmias and Cebes are intended not 
so much as Pythagoreans as representatives of the natural man, who 
fears that death may mean the destruction of the soul, Plato shows, in 
the Phaedo, that their fears are misplaced. They ought to fear, not that 
the soul will blow away, but that it will not—unless, of course, they are 
true philosophers. Thus immortality is, as I said before, a moral risk, 
involving different fates for the virtuous and for the wicked.^ 


I think it rather amusing to note the extent to which Plato here resembles Epi- 
curus and Lucretius, the descendants of his detested predecessor Democritus. The 
later atomists are engaged in harnessing what Plato regards as a mindless materialism 
to a philosophical task which is the same as one of Plato's: the dispelling of fear. But 


132 ROSAMOND KENT SPRAGUE 
IV 


I am trying to develop two converging lines of thought in this paper: 
one is that the Phaedo is better understood as a sermon than as a series 
of arguments for the immortality of the soul. The other is that, because 
the soul in the Phaedo has been made by Plato to resemble the Forms, it 
is disposed, on its release from the body, to seek its natural place with 
the Forms whether it has led the philosophic life or not. In other words, 
immortality is in danger of being cut off from divine judgement: hence 
Plato's frequent and sometimes almost violent efforts to counteract his 
metaphysics with his ethics. 

A brief look at the various arguments for immortality will show that 
all are fundamentally non-moral. The argument from opposites and 
reciprocal processes is a rather cosmological affair that has nothing to 
say about the moral character of the souls that pursue the circular path 
from death to life and life to death. The argument from recollection, 
although introducing the language of desire, in which, for instance, 
the equal sticks strive for equality (74E, 75B), 1s presented as a supple- 
ment to the argument from opposites, intended to meet the stipulation 
of Cebes earlier (70B) that the soul should be proved not only to exist 
after death, but to “possess some capability and intelligence.” (The two 
proofs are combined at 77C). It is worth noticing, also, that this proof 
is introduced by a reference (surely intended to remind us of the slave- 
boy incident in the Meno) to showing people a diagram (73B). In other 
words, the proof is directed towards the soul as rational rather than 
towards the soul as moral. The affinity argument, as I have already 
demonstrated, comes so close to turning the soul into a Form that Plato 
feels bound to place it in an especially protreptic setting.’ 


their strategy is completely different from his: it is to show that because the soul is not 
immortal, there is nothing to fear. In the well-known words of Epicurus, ^when we are, 
death is not, and when death is, we are not" (Letter to Menoeceus, ap. Diogenes Laertius 
X, 125). Plato's task is much more difficult, as he starts with two sorts of being, body 
and soul, and not body alone. He must show that although the soul is immortal, there 
is still nothing to fear, so long as one dies practicing the philosophic life. As human 
beings are not much inclined to do this, the role of protreptic is essential. Perhaps 
this fact explains why Plato offers only four proofs for immortality, whereas Lucretius, 
who is not interested in this kind of protreptic, offers twenty-nine against it. Lucretius 
wants to save us from fear, but Plato wants us to be good. 

7 This is worth noting, for Plato gets himself into a reverse difficulty in the Sophist 
249Af, when he makes the Forms too much like the soul. 
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And what of his chef d'oeuvre, the argument from Forms as causes? 
In the first place the argument is presented as a deductive argument, in 
which the Forms are the antecedent and immortality the consequent. 
In the second place, the mechanics of the argument depend not on an 
ethical but on a logical distinction, that between essential and incidental 
properties. There is no indication that any soul might suffer a different 
fate from any other. 

If we want to see Plato in a similar situation elsewhere, the best place 
to look is in the Phaedrus. The familiar central section on the soul as the 
charioteer of two ill-matched horses is prefaced (245A) by an extremely 
metaphysical proof of immortality based on the concept of the soul as 
self-mover. Plato concludes the proof by remarking, “since that which 
is moved by itself has been seen to be immortal, one who says that 
this self-motion is the essence and the very idea of the soul will not 
be disgraced” (245E). Plato then makes the transition to the extremely 
protreptic section on the soul as charioteer, saying that “to tell what 
[the soul] really is would be a matter for utterly superhuman and long 
discourse, but it is within human power to describe it briefly in a figure” 
(246A). I take Plato to mean that arguments for immortality are all very 
well in their way, but if you want to distinguish the virtuous from the 
wicked, then you need to tell stories, or, as 1s particularly characteristic 
of the Phaedo, preach sermons, the more frightening the better. 

Of course Plato tells stories in the Phaedo as well, as is evident from 
his conclusion to the cosmological myth of judgment. He writes that: 


No sensible man would insist that these things are as I have described 
them, but I think it is fitting for a man to risk the belief—for the risk is 
a noble one—that this, or something like this, is true about the future 
dwelling places of the soul, since the soul is evidently immortal, and a 
man should repeat this to himself as if it were an incantation..., 


114D 


The question does, of course, need to be asked, why Plato allows himself 
to get into a situation in which what one might call the metaphysics of 
death is incompatible with the ethics of death. To ask this question is 
simply to ask, why did Plato not solve the problem of evil? In Plato’s 
particular case the problem is particularly acute because he adheres here, 
as elsewhere, to a metaphysical premise (the theory of Forms) and also 
to an ethical premise, that there is a genuine distinction between good 
men and bad. His refusal to give up either premise is based not only 
on the separate attractions for him of the two premises, but on the way 
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they may be seen to interlock. The Forms constitute the premise from 
which immortality may be deduced, but in themselves they are also the 
objects of the heart's desire and the reward for the virtuous life. 


V 


In the closing scene of the Phaedo, Plato leaves us in no doubt but that 
Socrates has succeeded, as he hoped, in getting the better of himself 
in argument. He 1s firmly convinced that his true self is not his body 
but his soul, the soul so anxious to depart to the long-desired country 
of the Forms. Hence he can drink the hemlock in cheerfulness and 
calm, without fear. 

Plato drives home his Socratic calm by contrasting the behaviour of 
Socrates with the emotional turmoil of his companions. Even the more 
sensible of them are still combining the pleasure of their hopes for 
Socrates’ future with the pains of personal loss, and thus show them- 
selves not to have progressed very far in the practice of the philosophic 
life. As for the faithful Crito, he is so far from understanding anything 
that has been said that he not only seeks instructions from Socrates as 
to the disposal of the body about which Socrates cares nothing (115C), 
but also offers the philosopher, in his last moments, the very pleasures 
of eating, drinking, and sexual enjoyment that Socrates has spent so 
much time characterizing as inimical to the purification of the soul (64D, 
94B). Nevertheless it remains open to the reader to become convinced 
that “a man who has truly spent his life in philosophy is probably right 
to be of good cheer in the face of death” (63E), for “the reward is 
beautiful and the hope is great." (115C)° 


* Rudimentary versions of this paper were given at the Catholic University of 
America, the Pennsylvania State University, and the University of Oslo. It has since 
been radically revised. 


AN ABSURD QUESTION: PLATO, SYMPOSIUM 199D! 


J.C.G. Strachan 
(University of Edinburgh) 


101 oov pot xepi Epotos, éneio 
xoà tà &AXo Ko) ac xoi ueyovonpenüc O1,A8ec oióg éott, koi 
d te eine- nótepóv &ott To10010c otoc eivai Tuvos 6 "Epog 
£poc, À oddevdc; Epatd Ó' ovx ei UNTPds vwoc À totpóc 
got —yeAotov yop av eivor tO épornpo et “Epas éotiv £poq 
umrpoc n monpóc Gan’ bonep àv Et HT Toto Tatépo. 
Tipotóv, apo. ò RATHP OTL TATHP TLVOS T] OÙ; eines àv 
ônnov pot, ei EBobAov koc &noxpivacBar, Sti stv dÉOG 
ye À Ovyoxpóg à nathp rathp: À o9; (Symposium, 199c6-d7) 
BDTW (hunc locum non praebet P? 

di otog BD: otog & TW d1-2 6 épos pos BW: 6 £poc DT 
d3-4 ei £pog—notpóc secl. Hug &otiv £pog untpóg BDTW: 
gotiv untpds Sommer 


This short piece of the text of Plato’s Sympostum has generated no little 
discussion. Successive editors, faced with the task of discovering whether 
what is usually printed is actually what Plato wrote, and what, if that is 
what he wrote, he could have meant by all of it, have reached diverse 
conclusions on both these questions. There is no doubt at all about 
what Plato’s main point is—the context is quite explicit about that. 
The trouble comes with a distinction that he tries to make between 
what he is saying and something that he wishes to make clear he is 
not saying. The difficulty turns on some ambiguity in the way Socrates 
expresses himself: but there is no general agreement as to the nature 
of the ambiguity, or exactly why Socrates wants to draw attention to 
it. It will be argued that none of the explanations so far offered has 
sufficiently accounted for all that is in the text usually printed. The 


' This discussion is based on a paper read to a ‘workshop’ arranged by Professor 
Suzanne Stern-Gillet at the then Bolton Institute in December 1997. I have benefited 
from the comments offered on that occasion, and from the advice in particular of Dr 
D. O’Brien, Mr D.B. Robinson, Dr F.G. Herrmann, and Professor C.J. Rowe. 

? I am grateful to Dr W.S.M. Nicoll for making his collations of DTW available 
to me. 
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phrase *yeAotov yàp Gv eivor tò żpótnua ei "Epws gotiv £poc untpóg 
T] ratpoc’, though it has often been viewed with suspicion, has gener- 
ally been retained by editors as the humorous parenthesis it purports 
to be. The precise nature of the joke, and its value in the context of 
the discussion, are evidently another matter. 

The passage in question comes after Agathon's elegant and witty 
encomium on the god of love. Socrates protests that he cannot con- 
tribute a comparable eulogy bearing no relation to the truth; but, if 
anyone is interested, he is prepared to come to grips with the facts in 
his own way. Before he starts, he wants to clarify one or two points 
arising from Agathon’s speech. Agathon is, however, commended for 
recognising that his first task was to show what sort of god Love was 
and then what his achievements were. 

*Now since you've given such a splendidly magnificent account of 
what he is like in other respects, tell me this too about Love: Is Love 
such as to be the love of something/someone or nothing/no-one? I am 
asking not if it 1s of a [or a particular] mother or father—for absurd 
would be the question if Love is love of a mother or father—but as if 
I were asking about the term father, “Is a father the father of someone 
or not?” You would have told me, I suppose, if you wanted to answer 
properly, that it is of a son or a daughter that a father is the father, 
wouldn’t you?’ 

The point Socrates seeks to establish is whether or not love must 
always have some object towards which it is directed. But since Socrates’ 
aim is to make sure that he and his interlocutor are not at cross- 
purposes, he goes on to make clear the sense in which the genitives 
‘of something/someone’ (t1véc) and ‘of nothing/no-one’ (ovdevdc) are 
to be understood. First he eliminates a sense which he does not want. 
Given that the intent is to clarify, it is perhaps surprising how various 
have been the attempts of interpreters to account for what, precisely, 
this sense is, or why it might have bedevilled the discussion. Opinion 
today remains as divided as ever. 

The translation given above tries to preserve, at the cost of English 
style, the form of Plato’s Greek as Burnet’s Oxford text prints it. What 
it does not show is that in Socrates’ question ‘Love’ (with a capital L) 
and ‘love’ (with a small l) appear next to each other in the Greek, as 
they would if the question had been, ‘Is Love love of something or of 
nothing?” In two of our MSS the second ‘love’ is missing, so that what 
they say is, ‘Is Love such as to be of something/someone or of noth- 
ing/no-one?’ In most other respects all the MSS agree, but it makes 
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some difference to how we understand the passage if Plato wrote ‘love’ 
only once. It does not take much expertise in palaeography to work 
out that D and T may simply have missed out the second épog by 
mistake, or that B and W may have added it erroneously (though, 
of course, such inadvertent alterations could equally well have crept 
in at some earlier point in the respective traditions). Even if we print 
the first "Epoc with a capital, the ancient scribes did not make such 
distinctions; omission would be all too easy, and perhaps more likely 
than accidental repetition. For what it is worth we might argue that 
the tradition favours the repetition of £poc, but it could still have been 
ancient scholarship, (more dangerous because less detectable than the 
modern variety), rather than Plato, that decided this. Whether Plato 
wrote, ‘Is Love such as to be love of something?’ or ‘Is Love such as to 
be of something?” his primary intention, namely to suggest that love must 
have an object, would have been the same. But the kind of ambiguity 
that could be generated by the second version differs from the kind of 
ambiguity that might reasonably be thought to reside in the first. 
The points which need to be settled in any treatment of this passage 
are: 1) Why does Socrates say he is not asking if love is of (or love of) a 
(or a particular) mother or father? 2) Why would the question, ‘Is Love 
of (or love of) a mother or father?’ be absurd? For one thing, if it were 
really absurd, why should Socrates suppose it necessary to rule it out? 
Who would have thought of it in the first place? If he mentions it at 
all, it must be because there was something in the form of words he 
used which made it at least a possible inference. ‘There must have been 
something in the way ‘of something/somebody’ is used that suggested 
‘mothers and fathers’ as opposed to, say, ‘duck-billed platypuses’. This 
elementary point has not always received the attention it deserves. 
First of all, let us consider, as all the editors do, the various senses in 
which ‘of something/somebody’ may be meant, or which use or uses of 
the genitive case may be represented here by ‘of something/somebody’. 
Plato uses the genitive form twóg which carries no gender implication 
and can mean either ‘of something’ or ‘of somebody’, and at this point 
in the text there is no clue as to which he wants. In the end we shall 
know that it is ‘of beauty’ (or rather, ‘of the good’) that Plato wants as 
an answer, but we are some distance from that. At this stage ttvóg 
may represent any of three possible uses of the genitive case. It may be 
‘subjective’ (or, if we prefer, ‘possessive’) or *objective—'a child's fear 
of heights illustrates both these uses—or again, it may be a genitive of 
origin. If a Greek asked you, “Whose are you?’ and you were not a 
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slave, you would have been expected to answer with the names of your 
parents, or, more often, with that of your father. Slaves belong to their 
masters as possessions, but children are ‘of their parents in the sense 
of originating from them. Which of the three possible types of genitive 
is the one Socrates goes on to exclude? 

Let us start with what Arnold Hug,’ writing towards the end of the 
nineteenth century felt able—then—to call the ‘usual’ explanation, the 
subjective use. In 1935 Michael Joyce‘ translated as follows: 

‘Do you think it is the nature of Love to be the love of somebody 
or of nobody? I don’t mean, is he a mother's or a father's love? That 
would be a silly sort of question.’ He does not translate what Plato adds 
after ‘question’, viz. et "Epog &otiv épog umtpóg vwog T] ratpoôs, ‘if Love 
is love of a mother or father', presumably because on his formulation 
these words constitute a mere repetition of what has just been said, 
and so are sufficiently covered by his ‘that’, 1e. the question, ‘Is Love a 
mother's or a father's love?’ would be a silly question. If we forget for 
the moment that Love has a capital L (Agathon has quite specifically 
talked of Love as a god) and suppose that Socrates wishes to rule out 
the subjective use of the genitive, we might still wonder why ‘of a (or 
‘some’) mother or father’ should spring to mind as substitutes for ‘of 
somebody’. With the subjective use, ‘of something’ is no longer really an 
option. Would it not be easier to say ‘a man's or a woman's love’? 

But there is still a further question. Why would it be ridiculous or 
absurd to ask the question at all? It would not perhaps be absurd to 
ask if there could be love if no-one were experiencing it. It might seem 
more so if ‘mother’ and ‘father’ were chosen as possible fillers for ‘of 
somebody’ when something more general was intended; but that point 
could hardly be said to emerge clearly. While the distinction between 
the general and the particular could have been brought out if a proper 
name had been employed (‘By “of somebody” I don’t mean some par- 
ticular individual like Phaedrus.’), there is nothing in the text to make 
plain that love felt by, as opposed to directed towards, anybody, is what 
Socrates is concerned to exclude. 


3 Plato’s Symposium (Leipzig, 1884). Hug refers to the account of Lehrs and Prantl. 

+ Plato’s Symposium or The Drinking Party (London and New York, 1935), reprinted in 
The Collected Dialogues of Plato, edited by Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns (New 
York, 1961). 
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Once the tivdg and ovddevdg are construed as neuters (or at any 
rate as including the inanimate as well as the animate) the subjective 
genitive ceases to be a serious contender. Things do not feel love for 
anybody or anything. Most more recent interpreters do not consider 
the subjective sense seriously at all, even if one modern commentator 
is, as we shall see later, prepared to fan its flickering flame in pursuance 
of his own individual account.” 

Now, quite manifestly, Socrates does not wish to exclude the objec- 
tive use of the genitive when he asks, ‘Is Love such as to be [love] of 
something or of nothing?’ That, indeed, as far as we are concerned, is 
what he is anxious to establish. If the genitives in the ‘I am asking not 
if it is of a mother or father...’ sentence are objective, then it must be 
with some other point that Socrates 1s concerned. There are, it seems, 
more than one possibility. The latest Budé version by Paul Vicaire? is 
to the following effect: 


Is it the nature of Love to be the love of something or of nothing? I 
am not asking you if it is love in respect of a mother or a father, for it 
would be ridiculous to ask if Love is a love directed towards a mother 
or a father... 


'rather than a horse or a statue', added Robin in his introduction to 
the dialogue,’ which Vicaire reprints while at the same time slightly 
obscuring in his own translation the point which Robin had brought 
out in his: 


What I am asking you is not whether it is in respect of such and such a 
mother or father; for it would be a ridiculous question to ask 1f Love 1s 
love in respect of a mother or a father. [my italics] 


On this reading, then, Socrates is not distinguishing between types of 
genitive, he is clearing up what seems to him to be an ambiguity in the 
reference of ttvdc. It is evidently taken for granted that a genitive after 
épogc will be objective. What must be guarded against is the impression 
that tıvóç refers to a particular person whereas it is intended to signify 
something quite non-specific: the object loved, whatever it may be. 
Thus, if the point of the question were to find out if Love is the love 
of a mother or a father rather than a horse or a statue, it would be a 


5 R.E. Allen: see below p. 19. 
ê Platon, Oeuvres Completes IV. 2, Le Banquet (Paris 1989). 
7 Platon, Oeuvres Completes IV. 2, Le Banquet (Paris 1929), Notice, p. Ixxiv. 
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ridiculous question. In reality the question is of the same kind as the 
following: Is a father a father absolutely, or is he a father of children? 
That Socrates chooses to fill in ‘of something’ by ‘some mother or father’ 
rather than ‘Aristophanes’ or ‘a good dinner’ in order to exemplify the 
meaning he wishes to exclude is well enough accounted for, one might 
think, when he goes on to use these terms immediately afterwards to 
show what he does mean. Love must always be ‘of something’ in the 
same way that a father must always be ‘of a child’. What Plato is doing 
here, in other words, is creating a ‘lnk’—perhaps slightly artificially, 
but in a way that can be paralleled elsewhere in Plato’s writing. In the 
Meno, for example, a figurative reference to a ‘swarm” of excellences 
is picked up and used to introduce an elaborate illustration involving 
different types of bees. This is all very well, but here in the Symposium 
the price he has paid for his link may turn out to have been too high if 
the ‘particular’ objects he has chosen for love, a mother and father, are 
not viewed as normal and natural objects of that love. Most people, it 
seems, do not think that a mother is at all a normal object of love when 
the Greek word used for it is £poc, which, as between people, is not 
just any sort of affection but a passionate and usually sexual desire. 

Before pursuing the implications of this, we should perhaps look 
at the third of the approaches mentioned above to the genitive case 
which, as it happens, can avoid any Oedipal complications, but appar- 
ently only at the cost of introducing difficulties of other kinds. This 
time the interpretation comes from the Modern Greek translation of 
I. Sykoutris: 


Is its nature such that Love is the love of some particular object [optopévov 
tiwôc] or not? At all events my question does not relate to whether it is 
the offspring of a particular mother or father (in that case the question, 
“Is Love love for a mother or father?" would be ridiculous). 


8 72a7. 

? HAëtovos Xopnóciov (Athens 1950). The English translation is based on the 
assumption that S., like others, takes €i after épotnuo as dependent. His footnote, 
however, perhaps leaves the impression that he treats it as conditional. His words 0à 
Tito TOTE KOHUKÔV TO EpOtHUG, àv 6 "Epog eivot Épog npóg untépa À ratépa are 
capable of yielding the sense, ‘if Love is love for a mother or father, the question [sc. “Is 
Love such as to be the love of some particular object?"] would be ridiculous.’ It may 
be remarked that even if the answer given is that Love is love for a mother or father, 
the question, ‘Is Love love for something or for nothing?’ would be in no way absurd. 
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Sykoutris admits (in effect) 1n a footnote that his translation comes 
nowhere near showing why Plato should have wanted to explain that 
he was not talking about whether Love has parents. He claims only to 
have translated what Socrates means. His note, however, proceeds to 
review the three possible uses of the genitive ‘of a mother or father’ 
and to indicate his preference for the genitive of origin (which for some 
reason he describes as ‘possessive’) over the subjective and objective 
varieties. The idea that Love might have parents was canvassed earlier 
in the dialogue, when a number of distinguished authorities from former 
times had been cited as maintaining that he had none (178b2ff). It is 
due to appear again within a few pages in the question (20329): 


Of what father and mother is he? 


We might think this a bizarre question. Emotional or biological mani- 
festations are not the kind of things we are apt to imagine as having 
parents. But powers that affect our lives are often described as gods by 
the Greeks, and in Greek mythology gods generally have parents. If 
Love is a god, he can have parents too, whatever some ancient expert 
might have said. This is not the problem. The problem is how the 
question, ‘Is Love such as to be love of something or of nothing?’ (i.e. 
the question as it appears in most texts) comes to be mistaken for a 
question about Love's parents and consequently an absurd question. 
Sykoutris takes his explanation from Arnold Hug." Hug, a meticulous 
and intelligent scholar, did not like it much, but could see no better 
way of interpreting the traditional text. Sykoutris has perhaps fewer 
reservations: 


Socrates wants to say, “I don’t mean, whether love has a father or mother, 
because then the question which I put a moment ago (‘Is Love such as 
to be love of something or of nothing, i.e. with the repetition of the word 
“love” in the predicative position) would be ridiculous, if we replaced ‘of 
something’ with ‘of a mother or father’.” By making this distinction he 
wants to forestall possible misunderstanding and to underline that the 
problem turns exclusively on the object of épas. 


All well and good, but why, we must still wonder, should Socrates have 
thought that we might misunderstand him? The answer ought to lie 


10 As R.G. Bury (The Symposium of Plato, (Cambridge 19327, p. 89) points out in his 
note on the passage, Hug follows L.I. Rückert (1829) in treating the genitives untpóç 
TOG À Tatpdc in d2 as genitives of origin. 


142 J-C-G. STRACHAN 


in the text, but as things stand, it does not seem to. The Sykoutris 
interpretation, then, requires Socrates to make two points. 1. He is not 
asking if Love has parents. 2. Given that ‘of something/somebody’ is 
an objective genitive and not a genitive of origin, it would be ridiculous 
to substitute ‘mother or father’ for ‘something/somebody’. For this to 
work, we must make Socrates’ listener suppose mistakenly that the 
question was about parents and then notice belatedly that Socrates 
had used ‘love’ twice, the second time predicatively. So, he hears ‘Is 
Love such as to be love of somebody?’ but understands, ‘Is Love such 
as to be <son> of somebody?’ He will then apparently realise that 
Socrates had said ‘love of’ (not just ‘of”) and appreciate the absurdity of 
having substituted ‘mother or father’ for ‘somebody’ (or ‘something’). 
Sir Kenneth Dover, always a force to be reckoned with, follows this 
line and explains that what is absurd is that ‘he would unwittingly be 
saying that the father of Eros is the object of eros’. He continues, ‘By 
this answer he would indeed make himself “ridiculous”; Socrates puts 
the matter a little differently by saying that if Eros is of Poros (the father 
assigned to him in 203a9-e5) were a possible answer to his question, 
the question itself would have been a ridiculous question.”!! 

Some may find this not altogether easy to grasp. If you wanted to 
ask in Greek, ‘Who are Theaetetus’ mother and father?’ you could 
ask (as Socrates does at Theaetetus 144b8), ‘Of whom of the citizens 
is Theaetetus?'.'? The question does not take the form, ‘Of whom is 
Theaetetus Theaetetus?’ It could not readily be muddled up with a 
question like, ‘Of what is Love love?’ This however is the confusion 
that Socrates assumes in the listener, on the reading just discussed. 

Since however the point seems to be that Socrates’ question was 
couched in terms which preclude the answer, ‘Eros is <son> of Poros’ 
or the like, it may be concluded that it was not, as put, ambiguous, 
from which it follows that Socrates had no particular reason to assume 
that it might be misunderstood. If, on the other hand, Socrates had 
asked, as the text offered by D and T makes him ask, ‘Is Love such as 
to be of something/someone or nothing/no-one?' with no predicative 
repetition of ‘love’, then there was every chance that this would be 
taken to refer to Love's parents. Clarification would then be in order. 
But why not say what he meant clearly in the first place? 


1! Plato, Symposium, edited by Sir Kenneth Dover (Cambridge 1980). 
2 «(vog O0 Kai Zot t&v TOATOV; of Lysis 204e7 A€yecBw...obtiwog Éouv. 
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Elsewhere Plato recognises a class of things that are ‘such as to be 
“of something”. In the Charmides Plato had already deployed a series 
of terms requiring genitives to complete their meaning. At Republic 
438a 7-8, ‘All the things that are such as to be “of something”? are 
copiously exemplified. These are things that imply something else, or are 
only understandable in relation to something else. ‘Double’ and ‘half? 
must be double and half of something, ‘knowledge’ must be knowledge 
of something, and so on. A lot of Plato’s examples are comparatives: 
greater than, faster than something else, where ‘than’ is expressed by 
yet another use of the genitive. The things that are ‘of something’ are 
related in a variety of ways to the things they are ‘of’, but share the 
characteristic of always implying something else. At Rep. 439a Socrates 
asks about ‘thirst’, “Will you place what this is in the class of things 
that are ‘of something’? ‘Thirst’ is, I suppose, ... ‘Of drink”, interrupts 
his interlocutor immediately. 

In the light of these passages, it is quite possible to argue that Socrates 
was here in the Symposium alluding to a technical notion already famil- 
iar to his circle, even if not to Agathon or others who might read the 
dialogue. He employs the formula, ‘Is Love such as to be “of something 
or of nothing”? in the sense, “Does Love belong, or not belong, in 
the class of things that imply something else?’'* The uninitiated would 
interpret his question as about parentage and would need to be put 
straight. Socrates does not indeed proliferate examples of the class of 
things that are ‘of something’ as he does in the Republic and the Charmi- 
des, but this suggestion might go some way towards accounting for why 
Socrates should express himself initially in a way which could lead to 
possible misunderstanding. But if the confusion was natural and prob- 
able, and there was nothing to stop others assigning parents to Love, 
why should Socrates call the question ‘ridiculous’ as opposed simply 
to making clear that it was not the one he was asking? 

The subject of Love’s antecedents had come up at 178b2 when 
Phaedrus, an earlier speaker in the dialogue, had drawn the inference 
that Love was a very senior god indeed from the fact that there was no 
record of his having any parents. But it can hardly be the case that the 


13 Two examples are to be found at 168b2ff.: on uev otn À émothun TWO 
éniotfium, Koi Éyei TIVO, TOLLDTNV Súvapıv å dote twos civar... kal yàp TO ueiGóv 
OPEV TOLHUTNV TIVe Éyew Sova 6 dote TLvÔG eivat petkov. 

" Cf Charmides 167d7-8: Épota 8 pains àv tiva eivor toto0tov, óc tuyyávet OV 
Épog KaAOD Lev ooó£vóc,.. 
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absurdity consists in mentioning them at all, since Socrates will, as we 
saw, credit Love with parents at 203a9ff. It will thus be of little use to 
try to put things right by removing the second ‘love’ at d3 with Som- 
mer or the whole phrase ‘if love is love of a mother or father’ (d3—4) 
with Hug." At best they leave only the possibility that what was absurd 
was the fruitlessness of any attempt to establish the ancestry of Love, 
in which case the sense would be the same as that at Lysis 221a 4—5: 
‘Isn’t it ridiculous to ask what will or will not be the case if evil ceases 
to exist? For who can know?’ A question may be ridiculous if it is clear 
that nobody can ever give an answer to it. This was not Hug's reason, 
however. On the contrary, he thought the question was silly because 
the answer was obvious (man nennt eine Frage dann lächerlich, wenn sich das 
Gefragte von selbst versteht). Phaedrus 274c4 (adduced by Bury,'^ along with 
the Lysis passage, which Hug had also used, to illustrate that content, not 
form, is what makes questions absurd) describes just such a question as 
absurd (yeAotov). To Hug what goes without saying, namely that Love 
has parents, is confirmed by 203a where Socrates takes it for granted 
that Love has a father and mother before proceeding to idenüfy them; 


15 Op. cit., kritischer Anhang, p. 225. In his note ad loc., after a review of suggestions 
on the interpretation of the genitives in d2 which has served as a model for subsequent 
editors, Hug concluded, as has been mentioned, that Rückert's treatment of them as 
genitives of ‘origin’ should be accepted. He dismissed Ast’s view that they were objec- 
tive as wholly inconsistent with the requirement of the passage for the construction 
put on the question at d2 to be completely different from that of the original at dl. It 
seems not to have occurred to him that twog after untpóç and by implication also 
after natpóç might be intended to designate the particular as opposed to the general. He 
sees the word merely as one obstacle to taking untpdc as subjective. To ask if Love is 
a particular mother's love would have the same effect as asking if a father must be the 
father of a particular child. This however might turn out to be the whole point. His 
other reservations have more substance: Why should pa be a mother's or father's love 
and not simply a lover's? Why is the question repeated at all after porno, let alone 
reformulated (with the additional épwe) in the way it is? Only Rückert's interpretation 
can be said to provide an answer to these difficulties. In his critical note, on the other 
hand, Hug makes clear his dissatisfaction with a text that demands that the absurdity 
of the question be explained in terms of its form. It would be much simpler and less 
forced if it were related to the content. On that assumption, though, the repetition of 
Épos before untpdc is redundant, while to remove it (with Sommer) leaves behind no 
more than an otiose reiteration of the words of the question. Hug proposes therefore 
to bracket ei Épog £oxiv Épos umtpóg À natpóç as an explanation imported from dl. 
The second £pog at d1-2 is retained, but no grounds are suggested for Socrates’ need 
to clarify his question as he does. Nor, as I try to show, can Hug's attempt to account 
for the absurdity of asking if Love has progenitors be regarded as persuasive. 

16 Loc. cit. 
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but in the present context the situation as to Love’s parents is far from 
self-evident. At this point only Phaedrus (whom Hug tries to ignore as 
a ‘sophistical paradox-hunter) has broached the matter and his claim, 
that ‘parents of Love neither exist nor are spoken of”, for which he cites 
the authority of Hesiod, Acusilaus and Parmenides no less (178b3ff), 
has not been contradicted. For Phaedrus at least the obvious answer 
would not be the one that Hug wanted, and we shall have to wait for 
several pages for evidence that Socrates’ position is not the same. 

If however Socrates did not phrase his question in a way that might 
at least colourably lead someone, and not merely someone who was not 
paying proper attention (this requirement, which Dover quite rightly 
notices, seems to me to be a weak link in the interpretation he favours), 
to conclude that he was being asked if Love had parents, we may still 
wish to know why an evidently objective ‘of somebody/something’ 
should ever be unpacked into ‘of a mother or father’ rather than some 
more obviously appropriate object of £poc. At the same time it is surely 
gratuitous for Socrates to add, ‘for the question, “Is Love love for a 
mother or father?” would be absurd’, if the implication that it was such 
a love had never arisen. Even if it is not the case that in Greek a geni- 
tive after ‘love’ must inevitably be taken as objective in the absence of 
any decisive contextual indication otherwise, the likelihood of its being 
so understood on any given occasion must remain high. As the text 
stands ‘Is Love such as to be love of something’, the ‘of something’ at 
dl would be taken as objective, with the consequence that the following 
genitives would be taken so too. Any vestigial thought that ‘if it is of a 
mother or father’ might have anything to do with parents as other than 
the objects of love would immediately be dispelled by what looks like 
the reformulation of the question Socrates is not asking as ‘if Love is the 
love of a mother or father’ (ei "Eps éotiv épog untpôs À natpós). 

On the other hand, it is by no means certain that the listener (or 
reader) could be counted upon to execute the mental contortions 
necessary to understand the point (such as it might seem to be) of 
Socrates’ remarks if two separate senses in which the genitive ‘of some- 
thing/somebody’ might be used must first be distinguished, and then 
somehow confused. If, as is suggested, the peculiar form of the first 
question has not impinged on him, will Agathon have any idea why it 
(or the second question) should be reformulated as the third? Would he 
see why a statement that Love is <the child> of parents should entail 
also that Love is the love of parents? In the Rtickert/Sykoutris version 
the sequence runs effectively thus: ‘Is Love such as to be the love of 
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something or of nothing? Notice that I am not asking, "Is Love «of 
something in the sense of being offspring> of some mother or father?" 
«By repeating the word ‘love’ in the predicative position I am clearly 
not asking that.> If mother or father were substituted for “something” 
in my question the result would be absurd—I would be asking if the 
mother or father of Love were the object of love.’ The text we have 
would be a very elliptical way of saying all this. Hug thought this (ze. 
Rückert's) interpretation complicated and forced, but adopted it as the 
most plausible explanation of the text as it stands. The English scholar 
Bury, however, would have none of it, finding a serious objection in 
the fact that (as Hug admits) it ‘compels us to regard the “absurdity” of 
the question as lying in its form rather than its substance.’ Eschewing 
excision, he prefers, on the whole, the explanation put forward by the 
19th century German Ast, which Hug had dismissed. *Construing, “I 
do not ask whether Eros has for its object a father or mother, since 
to ask whether Eros is eros for a parent were an absurd question," the 
point will be taken to lie in the fact that £poc, as properly denoting 
sexual passion, cannot naturally have for its object a parent. Robin's 
interpretation, ‘which makes the point lie in the distinction between 
a particular (uņtpóç) and an indeterminate (tóc) correlative object,’ 
as he accurately summarises it, Bury refers to without comment in a 
supplementary note to his second edition." Presumably he thought it 
could not stand because £pog is not normally taken to mean ‘love’ in a 
general, non-sexual sense. Robin, for his part, called Bury's hypothesis 
‘entièrement inacceptable"? but adduced no example which might show 
that a mother or father could stand as quite uncontroversial instances of 
particular objects of pws, indeed the first examples that might readily 
occur to mind. Given for the moment that they could so stand, Robin 
can satisfactorily account for why it would be silly to ask whether Love 
is the love of «eg.» a mother or father. Bury, on the other hand, may 
still have some explaining to do. 

Stanley Rosen,” in an already protracted account of the dialogue 
first published in 1968, permits himself a digression of some four pages 
to make good Bury’s failure to explain why incest—for what else can 


17 (1932) Intro, p. lxxvii. 

18 Loc. cit., n. 1. 

19 Platos Symposium (Newhaven and London 1987?) pp. 211—5. The same view is 
endorsed by Robert Lloyd Mitchell, The Hymn to Eros (Lanham, New York, London, 
1993) p. 106. 


AN ABSURD QUESTION: PLATO, SYMPOSIUM 199D 147 


Épog untpóç be?—is mentioned at this point. When Rosen begins his 
discussion with the question, ‘Why does Socrates say incestuous desire is 
laughable?’ we may have some qualms as to the relevance of what is to 
follow; but he does perhaps deserve some sympathy in his quest for an 
account of why the subject should crop up at all, ‘albeit in so ambiguous 
a manner as to have led some scholars to emend the passage,’ as he 
himself concedes. If Bury's view is right, some further investigation of 
Socrates' motive in introducing it seems to be called for. We may well 
feel that Rosen's attempt to establish that Socrates’ remark has some 
deep psychological and political purport is seriously misconceived. But 
clearly what will not do is to announce blandly that the absurdity of 
the question lies in its reference to incestuous passion and then pass 
on without further ado, as if incest were the most natural implication 
of the words ‘love of something or somebody’ (pag vwóc). 

In the first place, Socrates does not restrict his exclusion to love of a 
mother (pwc unzpóc), but adds ‘or of a father’ (fj matpdc), which, from 
a male-oriented view-point, would suggest a strange and not particularly 
well-documented species of incest, and ought to counsel caution. (Rosen 
takes this in his stride.) In the second place, the flow of what is to be 
a fairly tight piece of argument will be gravely interrupted by even so 
fleeting an allusion to a subject so universally abhorrent, and one to 
which Plato's own attitude could scarcely be described as casual. We 
should not at least immediately jump to the conclusion that the thing 
is simply a sort of Joke. An experienced writer is not on the whole 
likely to choose an ambiguous or dangerous illustration if he can find 
one that is neither. On this basis, Ast/ Bury can take us no further. If 
Robin’s idea is correct, any one of a number of particular examples 
would have done. The object of poc need not even have been personal; 
it might have been food, for instance, or horses. Why then ‘mother 
or father’? Clearly, it must seem, for the reason suggested earlier: the 
examples were selected so that Socrates can go on to use ‘father’ and 
‘mother’ as examples of correlative terms in developing his subsequent 
argument. But, as we saw, he will have bought this neat transition 
dearly, if £pog must always have what we call an ‘erotic’ significance. 
No example from Homer, Hesiod, Aeschylus, Sophocles or Herodotus 
does anything to create the impression that the word and its cognates, 
when associated with a personal object, can ever have any other than 
an erotic sense. In the Symposium in particular this meaning has in no 
way been modified: and it is still the meaning when Plato has pressed 
épwe into the service of his metaphysics. And generally also, even when 
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it is associated with non-personal objects (food, money, battle, horses) 
the usage is purely metaphorical and reflects no fundamental alteration 
in the original sense. 

In Euripides, it is true, we find recurrent references to the theme 
of ‘temperate love (o@gpwv £poc), which, as Helen North? puts it, is 
‘love in moderation, without extremes of passion that lead to jealousy 
or violence.” Among many similar instances which she notes, she draws 
attention to one fragment (Fr. 388 N?) which points the contrast between 
what Euripides calls Cypris, essentially unrestrained sexual passion, 
and another sort of love (£poc) which belongs to the soul that is just, 
temperate and good (ikora, coppov, &ya@n). This, as she indicates, 
seems clearly to anticipate the £pog of the philosopher as it was later 
defined by Plato, that is to say what is called ‘Platonic’ love. In the 
fragment just mentioned (Fr. 388 N°), those who are exhorted to culti- 
vate the ‘other’ £poc, to love the pious and bid farewell to Cypris, may 
be being asked to forsake sexual love altogether, but this is evidently 
not the case with other occurrences of this ‘temperate love’ (oóqopov 
épwc) in Euripides. “Epas is still sexual love but it is qualified by being 
subject to control. 

The Fragments of Euripides, however, include one (358 N?) which 
provides an apparently unequivocal example of épwg without sexual 
overtones, and, as it happens, it concerns love directed towards a par- 


ent by a child. 


oOx ÉOTL umtpóc ODSEV TSLOV TÉKVOLG- 
Epate LNtpdc, noiógc, og odK Eot’ Epos 
1010010c GAAOS dotis TOtwv &pàv. 


“There is nothing sweeter for children than their mother; love your 
mother, children, since there is no other kind of love sweeter to love 
than this.’ 

This does not look like a piece of special pleading, nor, indeed, as if 
it were intended to represent anything out of the ordinary. One might 
almost say that the words have a platitudinous ring to them. With or 
without the first line, which some have wished to treat as separate, 
it is hard to see how the love referred to here can be anything other 
than the affection which a child ought naturally to feel for a mother. 
The lines are assigned by Stobaeus (IV, 25, 4) to Euripides’ Erechtheus, 


20 Sophrosyne (Ithaca, 1966), p. 73. 
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and may, if Webster's reconstruction is right, have been spoken by 
Erechtheus to the other daughters when their sister is led off to die.?! 
They can, at any rate, scarcely involve incitement to incest, and may 
be taken as support for a neutral interpretation of £poc. Robin's view 
of our text needs this kind of evidence, and he should certainly not 
have taken it for granted. But is this swallow enough to endow Robin 
with a summer? While we can underpin Robin's view in this way, it 
seems on the whole unlikely that the reader of the Symposium at least 
would automatically assume this specifically non-erotic sense without 
some explicit preparation. 

The text then provides support for three or four separate views as 
to how ‘of a mother or father” (untpóg ttvog KtA.) in d2 should be 
construed. Recent commentators appear reasonably content with their 
own choices and the mistrust expressed by some earlier scholars as to 
the reliability of the transmission has now been largely abandoned. 
One can only regret that Plato's intentions in the matter were not quite 
crystalline enough to promote unanimity. R.E. Allen? sees the explana- 
tion as lying in Plato's wish to rule out several senses simultaneously: 
‘Socrates begins by asking whether Eros is such as to be of something 
or of nothing.” The sense of the question, in Greek as in English, is 
not transparently clear, and Socrates immediately undertakes to make 
it more precise. One cannot say that Eros is of a mother or father, for 
that would be absurd (199d). It is absurd in at least three different senses, 
all of which are neatly excluded: the genitive here expresses neither 
love felt by a mother or father, nor love felt for a mother or father: 
Eros, after all, may mean any sort of love, but especially sexual, not 
parental or filial love. Nor is this genitive a special case of the genitive 
of origin...” This approach is not without its attraction. It explains why 
such differing accounts must exist, and no longer obliges us to choose 
from among them the one that is least open to objection. ‘The economy 
of Plato’s ‘neat’ exclusion is remarkable, as remarkable indeed as the 
obtuseness of those who have persistently failed to appreciate it. But 
Allen's solution, ingenious though it is, may not deserve an immediate 
seal of approval. Plato was more aware than most of the abyss that 


?! T.B.L. Webster, The Tragedies of Euripides (London 1967), p. 128. 

?? The dialogues of Plato, Volume ti: The Symposium, translated with comment by R.E. Allen 
(New Haven 1991). 

?5 [n his continuous translation (p. 141) Allen writes, ‘Is Eros of such a sort as to be 
the love of something or of nothing?’ He evidently retains the predicative épog. 
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can exist between author and reader, and of how much can be lost 
without trace in its depths. Would he seriously expect us to identify, 
without further help, three different exclusions in the single expression, 
el UNTPOG TIVOG À MAaTPdG OT? Perhaps only someone steeped in the 
work of successive editors might think so. Most would be satisfied if 
they found one single suitable sense. 

Arguably, no such sense has emerged where there is no general 
agreement on what it is. It may be time to look again at the text to 
see if it is perhaps not, after all, what Plato wrote. The only sign of 
dissent among the MSS is the omission of the second £pog (d1—2) by D 
and T, representing two separate branches of the tradition.?* Suppose 
that this is not simply coincidental haplography, but the correct text, 
certain consequences follow: as we saw, umtpóg tivos ktÀ. in d2 are 
more readily understood as genitives of origin and Sommer's deletion 
of the second £pog at the end of d3 becomes necessary. (If it has not 
been suggested that Love is love of anything, the repetition no longer 
has any point.) The words that then remain, as Hug says,? do no more 
than repeat the question we have just heard, but the real trouble is that, 
repeated or not, we can see no convincing grounds for its absurdity.”° 
The only recourse is then to go further than Hug and remove the whole 
parenthesis, not only removing the words 5f Love is love of a father 
or mother,’ but also the words which Hug retains, ‘the question would 
be absurd.’ His idea was, we remember, that Socrates’ question would 
be absurd if it were asking if love had parents, for of course Love had 
parents. This I tried to show was an inference for which the dialogue 
had not prepared us, indeed, quite the reverse of the only view on the 
subject so far expressed. 


24 Christian Brockmann (Die handschrifiliche Überlieferung von Platons Symposium (Wies- 
baden, 1992)) argues for the dependence of D upon B, at any rate for the Symposium. 
While it is true that, on the evidence of the Symposium alone, it is hard to establish a 
clear case for the independence of D, neither is there any compelling reason to regard 
it as a descendant of B. 

3 Above, note 9. 

25 In his translation Robin Waterfield (Plato, Symposium (Oxford, 1994)) disguises but 
does not solve this problem: *....Pd also like to ask you whether or not it is one of 
Love’s characteristics to stand in relation to something. I’m not asking whether Love 
is related to some mother or father; it would be ridiculous of me to ask if Love is of a 
mother or father in this sense.’ If ‘in this sense’ means ‘in the sense of having parents’, 
the considerations raised by 178b and 203a are still there, even if W. does not draw 
his readers’ attention to them. Otherwise the translation, which is to be assumed to 
follow Burnet’s text, but manages to hide the repetition of poc on both occasions, offers 
a particularly effective attempt to represent what Plato intended. 
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If we excise the whole phrase we must be ready to explain how it 
could possibly have found its way into our texts. Socrates’ clarification 
presupposes at least a potential ambiguity in his opening question, ‘Is 
Love of something or of nothing?’ Someone who saw no ambiguity 
would be hard put to it to explain why Socrates was anxious to make 
clear that he was not talking about ‘the love of a father or mother’. A 
commentator may have written in the margin of his copy, “The question 
would be absurd if love were love of a father or mother,’ in an attempt 
to account for what Socrates said. Either the commentator did not 
understand the genitives as genitives of origin at all or was prevented 
from recognising them as such because of the way Socrates’ opening 
question had been put in the text he had. If we take it that someone 
other than Plato had already added the second predicative ‘love’ (Is 
Love such as to be love of something or of nothing?), what followed 
(‘I am not asking if it is of a mother or father’) might well have seemed 
absurd. The option of taking the genitives as genitives of origin would 
not readily have suggested itself even to someone otherwise capable 
of recognising this use. The remark and its subsequent intrusion into 
the text may thus have been caused by the addition of the second, 
predicative, pwc at d 1-2. Mere dittography is not here the most likely 
explanation. One possibility 1s that the word was inserted on the analogy 
of nathp nathp at d7 or directly imported from lower down, where, 
a few lines later at e6 we find the question, ‘Is Love love of nothing 
or of something?’ (6 "Epog £pog &otiv od0evos Ñ tiv6ç;). This would 
originally have been the first occurrence of the ‘double’ £poc. The effect 
of altering the text at d 1-2 by the addition of the second £pec would 
have been to make Socrates’ question at the beginning of our passage 
(d1-2) quite unambiguous and consequently unlikely to generate any 
need for clarification. The genitives that follow £pog would naturally 
be taken as objective, as would umtpóg tvog Tj ratp6ç in Socrates’ next 
remark, which might well then seem gratuitous. 

Another possibility is that the predicative pog was put in as an 
attempt to give the intrusive gloss more point. The question designated 
as absurd might then at least seem to have been asked. The revised 
text from dl becomes: 


TOTEPOV oti TOLODTOS oo eivai tivos 6 
Eps, À oùðevós; EPMTH 6’ ODK ei umtpóc tivos T] _ TATPdG 
got, GAN’ donep dv ei abt toOto ratépa Npwtav, Epa 6 
ROTP éott TATHP twog T] OÙ; 


152 J-C-G. STRACHAN 


A glance at 203a9, natpdc 5é, Hv 8’ £yó, «(vog oti xoi untpóc; or 
204b6-7, matpdc uev yàp GoMod oti koi EDNOPOD, LNTPOG 68 OD op 
xoi &rópov” will show how the genitives in d2 work. The text is free 
from distracting interruption and no additional comment is needed. 
Certainly the parenthesis contributes nothing to the argument. It would 
not be missed if it were removed from the text, except by those who 
recognise in it a typical Socratic touch in tune with the mood of the 
dialogue, light-hearted and so not to be pressed too hard. The trouble 
is that as soon as it is pressed in any way at all, difficulties of one kind 
or another immediately arise. Deletion is probably the most robust 
procedure. 


Bibliography 


Allen, R.E., The dialogues of Plato, Volume ii: The Symposium, translated with comment by R.E. 
Allen (New Haven, 1991). X 

Brockmann, Christian, Die handschrifiliche Uberlieferung von Platons Symposium (Wiesbaden, 
1992). 

Bury, EG. The Symposium of Plato (Cambridge 1932?) 

Dover, Sir Kenneth, Plato, Symposium, edited by Sir Kenneth. Dover (Cambridge 
1980). 

Hug, A., Platos Symposium (Leipzig, 19842). 

Joyce, M., Plato’s Symposium or The Drinking Party (London and New York, 1935), reprinted 
in The Collected Dialogues of Plato, edited by Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns 
(New York, 1961). 

Lloyd Mitchell, Robert, The Hymn to Eros (Lanham, New York, London, 1993). 

North, Helen, Sophrosyne (Ithaca, 1966). 

Robin, L. Platon, Oeuvres Completes IV. 2, Le Banquet (Paris 1929). 

Rosen, Stanley, Plato’s Symposium (Newhaven and London 1987?) 

Sykoutris, I, ITA&vGvog Xvouzóctiov (Athens 1950). 

Vicaire, Paul, Platon, Oeuvres Completes IV. 2, Le Banquet (Paris 1989). 

Waterfield, Robin, Plato, Symposium (Oxford, 1994). 

Webster, T.B.L., The Tragedies of Euripides (London 1967). 
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TUMESCENCE AND SPIRITUAL SEED 
IN THE PHAEDRUS* 


Jean-Frangois Pradeau 
(Université Paris X—Nanterre & Institut Universitaire de France) 


Voyez démener et agiter Platon. Chacun, s'honorant 
de l’appliquer à soi, le couche du côté qu’il le veut. 
On le proméne et l'insére à toutes les nouvelles 
opinions que le monde reçoit: et le différente l'on à 
soi-méme selon le différent cours des choses. On fait 
désavouer à son sens les mœurs licites en son siècle 
d'autant qu'elles sont illicites au nôtre. 

Montaigne, Essais II-12—410 


Loving a beautiful boy, according to the Phaedrus, involves making a 
choice. According to the turn taken by its desire and the mode of 
conduct 1t adopts, the soul of the lover must, in effect, choose between 
the debauched pursuit of pleasure in the boy's body, and the pursuit 
of a beauty which, though perceived in the attractive body of the 
adolescent, exists independently of 1t, in itself, and becomes the object 
of philosophic desire. The sight of the boy's physical beauty should 
therefore be viewed only as an opportunity, that, by promoting recol- 
lection, can help in the search for the intelligible, provided that the boy 
who is loved is well treated. 

The function of the beautiful body and in general the sustained 
interest that the Phaedrus seems to show in sexual behaviour form the 
subject of the remarks which follow and are particularly concerned with 
Phaedrus 250d-256e. The reasons that it has been thought appropriate 
to offer an essay on a topic such as this for inclusion in a volume of 
studies presented to Denis O’Brien are twofold: first, that these pages 
of the Phaedrus may contain an allusion to Empedocles, but, in the 
second place, that there are also to be found there pointers to Plato's 
methodology in exploring the question of how philosophic desire can 
attain its object. 


* Translated from the French by Christopher Strachan. 
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In the Phaedrus, Socrates distinguishes the two ways in which the 
perception of a young man's beauty can affect his lover specifically as 
two opposite types of behaviour, of which one is debauchery, the other 
philosophic enquiry. The distinction the Phaedrus offers is a curiously bold 
one, which takes the form of two contrasting accounts. First of all we 
are given a description, in crude terms, of the shameful conduct that 
characterises the paederast. Failing to perceive true beauty through the 
beauty of his beloved, he is only interested in enjoying the boy carnally. 
Next we learn that the lover who does perceive true beauty is in the 
grip of divine, philosophic madness. As if this were not disconcert- 
ing enough in itself, Plato consistently describes the symptoms of this 
condition in terms of desire, emotional turmoil and sexual pleasure. 
The intellectual excitement of the ‘initiated’ soul is, to put it briefly, 
depicted through the medium of a physiological, sexual metaphor in 
which the excitation and tumescence of the soul is followed by what 
can only be described as the ejaculation of spiritual seed into the soul 
of the beloved from the soul of the lover. Assembled below are extracts 
from Plato's long description: 


Now the man who was not very recently initiated or who has been cor- 
rupted 1s not quick to make the move from down here towards Beauty 
itself as he beholds its namesake here on earth. The result is that when 
he sees it, he 1s not in awe of it, but abandoning himself to pleasure, like 
a four-footed beast, he tries mounting and ejaculating seed (na1doonopetv), 
and has no fear or shame in behaving outrageously as he pursues his 
unnatural lust. 

The fresh initiate, on the other hand, who in his former state has seen 
much, whenever he sees a godlike face, or a bodily form that 1s a faithful 
reflection of the Beauty that is its model, at first begins to shiver and 
experience some of the awe he once felt. Then, as he gazes upon it, wor- 
ships it as if it were a god, and if he were not afraid of being regarded 
as a complete madman, he would sacrifice to his beloved as he would to 
the holy image of a god. Once he has seen it, his shivering leaves him 
and he breaks into a sweat, as an unwonted heat invades his body. His 
warmth is caused by the efflux from Beauty that he took in through his 
eyes, and it brings life back to his plumage. The heat generated melts 
the hard matter that has long since blocked up the orifices from which 
the wings emerge and stopped them from growing, Not only that, the 
access of nutriment causes the stalks of the feathers under the surface 
of the soul to swell and spring up from their roots. Indeed, the soul was 
formerly completely feathered. Meanwhile it seethes all over and throbs 
and the soul of the man in the process of growing wings experiences 
what children suffer when they feel itching and irritation round the gums 
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as they are cutting teeth. It is in a ferment of irritation and prickling 
(yapyaAtCetat)! as it grows its wings. 

Every time, then, that the soul fixes its gaze upon the young man’s 
beauty and is refreshed and warmed by the flood of the particles that 
stream from it (for these are given off and flow towards the soul—hence 
the expression ‘wave of desire’ (éxetÜev uépn éxidvta Kai péovt’—Oe 
öh Sia tata tuepog kaerra), it finds relief from its suffering and is 
full of joy. But when it is apart from the beauty it craves, it wilts and 
the mouths of the orifices from which the feathers spring dry up all at 
once and close, checking the new growth of the plumage. The growing 
stalk, now imprisoned with its longing, vibrates like a throbbing pulse. 
Each one beats against what blocks its opening until the soul, pricked 
all over as by a battery of needles, stings with pain. But joy fills it again 
as it remembers the beauty. It is tormented by these mixed emotions. It 
feels rage at its helplessness in the face of so disorienting a condition, 
and, in the grip of madness, it can neither sleep at night nor remain 
where it is by day, but driven by desire, it rushes off to wherever it fan- 
cies it will catch sight of the possessor of that beauty. Once the soul 
has seen the object of its desire and let the wave of desire stream into 
it (¢noyetevoapevn),” it unblocks the formerly obstructed outlets. It has 
got its breath back and has done with its stings and labour pains and for 
the time being, in complete contrast, enjoys the sweetest of pleasures. 
(ndoviv [...] YAvxvtó&tnv).? (250e 1-252a 1) 

[...] Once the young man has allowed himself to listen to the lover 
and accepted his society, the lover’s benevolence, experienced more 
intimately, throws the beloved into turmoil as he comes to realise that, 
compared with his inspired friend, not even all his other friends and fam- 
ily put together offer him a particle of affection. Now, when he continues 
this behaviour over time and draws near to him with the contact in the 
gymnasia and in the other activities they share, that is when some of 
that gushing stream I spoke of (tod peduartoc éxetvov myn), which Zeus 
called ‘wave of desire’ when he was in love with Ganymede, copiously 
flowing towards the lover sweeps into him. When he is filled to the brim, 
the rest of the stream runs off outside. And just as a breath of wind or 
an echo thrown back from a smooth, hard surface is borne back to the 


! The only other instance of this verb in Plato occurs at Philebus 47a to describe the 
prickling that characterises pleasures that are mixed with pain. 

? This rare verb is found only twice more in Plato: once in Gorgias 493e 4 to describe 
the manner in which man fills up his jars (ie. his desires), and once in Critias 117b 9 
(referring to conduits constructed to collect water). 

* This superlative is found in no other Platonic text. The adjective is used to describe 
a quality (most often a taste), or even a person (agreeable, delightful). The mixture 
of sweetness and bitterness in Philebus 46c-d characterises the mixed and excessive 
pleasures which affect the debauchee. 
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source from which it sprang, so the flood of Beauty returns to the fair 
youth by way of his eyes, the natural channel for it to reach the soul, and 
fills it.‘ Its effect is to open up the outlets and cause the wings to sprout, 
thus filling the soul of the beloved in its turn with love (yoyħv épwtos 
évérAnGev). (255b 3-d 3).° 


These pages make for somewhat difficult reading for two reasons. ‘To 
begin with, though they must clearly draw on the myth of the charioteer 
and horses, their relationship to it is far from clear-cut. The nature of 
the soul, at least in its relationship with the intelligible world, can only 
be grasped through the medium of myth, with the result that the expla- 
nation of amorous behaviour is hampered by the presence of mythical 
elements that reduce it to the level of a ‘likely story’. The second reason 
is that, although these pages, pervaded as they are by mythical imagery 
make use of a vocabulary rich in connotations that are unmistakably 
sexual, the kind of amorous disposition of the soul that they advocate 
would essentially impose chastity on the person who adopts it. This 
has not escaped perceptive readers who have noted that the metaphor 
of the sprouting wings, which for several of them is expressed in terms 
capable of bearing an ‘erotic’ sense, only partly justifies the mention of 
physiological phenomena (excitation, sweating and fever) or recourse to 
more specific anatomical comparison (palpitating heart, growth of teeth). 
They find it hard to make out in what respect these are an automatic 
requirement of a description of the growth of wings. As R. Hackforth 
remarks in his commentary, this description of the first stages of love is 
‘a powerful analysis of the nature of a sublimated na1depaotia’ which, 
he adds demurely, ‘may be left for the most part without comment". 
This advice may be safely disregarded as soon as we remember that 
Socrates seeks to apply the terms of the winged chariot myth to two 
situations, or rather two possible outcomes of amorous desire. The lover 
may either sink along with his partner into debauchery, which is to say 
paederastic sodomy,’ or, on the contrary, rise towards the knowledge of 


* Or rather: ‘and foster the growth of its wings’, if, against L. Robin who is followed 
by L. Brisson, we keep the &vantepOoav of the manuscripts. GJ. De Vries rightly 
defends it, pointing out that the figurative sense of this verb is ‘to excite erotically’ (4 
commentary on the Phaedrus of Plato, Amsterdam, Hakkert, 1969, p. 174). 

? Translation based on a modified version of the French of L. Brisson. 

5 R. Hackforth, Plato’s Phaedrus, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1952, 
p. 98. 

7 250e; intercourse that is contrary to nature is denounced in Laws I 636b-c, where 
the Athenian calls to mind that ‘when the male and female sexes couple in order to have 
a child, the pleasure that results from this seems to be granted to them in accordance 
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Beauty itself. In that case the strictly amorous effects are expressed in 
the care taken of the soul of his beloved by a lover who has no other 
wish than to make his beloved as far as possible resemble the god he 
worships.? This second type of love and divinely inspired madness, as 
we know, is, properly speaking, philosophic love as Plato understands 
it. His description of it, however, is achieved through the mixture of 
registers and metaphors that are employed at various points. The soul 
finds itself successively compared to an eye, to a gum cutting teeth, to 
a source of light, and to a body on which a wing is sprouting, but not 
only to these: it is also compared to a pregnant womb. 

It is not easy to sort out these comparisons, all of which certainly 
characterise in one way or another the physical arousal and painful 
turmoil that precedes a delivery, but without conveying at all clearly 
what it is that is delivered. It is all the more disconcerting that in the 
Phaedrus, all this is meant to be saying something about philosophy. It 
can scarcely be understood as a matter of course that philosophical 
madness should be able to go on describing itself in terms of arousal, 
tumescence and the emission of seed, ‘spiritual’ though these may 
be. The strangeness of the language is furthermore redoubled by the 
apparently contradictory nature of the two positions for which Socrates 
is arguing. He condemns debauchery and, more particularly and quite 
unreservedly, paederastic intercourse, while at the same time singing 
the praises of a kind of orgasmic homosexual enjoyment that has as 
much to do with physical love as it has with education, and to which 
he attributes the quality of being philosophic. It is the status of sexual 
enjoyment that appears to be at issue here, and it is not at all certain 
that, taking one argument with another, it is simply ‘sublimated’. 

The question of sexuality is embarrassing on more than one count, 
because it falls under two difficult aspects of Plato’s moral teaching. 
One of these relates to the status of the body and the care that it is 
proper to devote to it, the other to modes of conduct or morals, or, to 
put it more generally, to the way of life that one should adopt. In his 
dialogues, Plato pronounces himself in favour of a life of reflection that 


with nature, whereas evidently the coupling of men with men or of women with women 
is contrary to nature; and this behaviour, which ranks among the most outrageous, is 
no doubt due to the incapacity to resist pleasure’ (636c 3-7). The implications of this 
condemnation have engendered discussion; see notably G. Vlastos, “The individual as 
an Object of Love in Plato’ (1969), reprinted in Platonic Studies, Princeton, Princeton 
University Press, 1981?, pp. 3-42. 

8 253a-c. 
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pays careful attention to the exercise of the intellective power of the soul, 
or in other words to the acquisition of knowledge and the mastery of 
scientific learning. Again and again he rounds on the unbridled pursuit 
of bodily pleasures, whether these take the pathological form of glut- 
tony or sexual excess, or even just that of over-indulgent self-pampering. 
Between his apologia for the philosophic life and his condemnation 
of debauchery, Plato nevertheless finds room for a temperate form of 
hedonism. He rejects a blanket condemnation or wholesale avoidance 
of pleasures, and regards both care of the body and physical pleasure 
as necessities of life. This hedonism receives support in the Philebus, 
where Socrates answers both debauchees and despisers of pleasure alike 
with the insistence that true enjoyment requires reflection. For him, the 
pleasures that one can call true or pure are those that are provoked 
by things that are real and not by things that are merely constantly 
changing. Thus, near the beginning of the dialogue, Socrates makes a 
remark that returns, if in different terms, to essentially the same issues 
as those covered in the Phaedrus extracts with which we began. 


As regards the names of the gods, Protarchus, the dread I always feel is no 
ordinary human one, but exceeds even the greatest fear imaginable. This 
applies now, in the case of Aphrodite, whom I call by whatever name is 
pleasing to her. On the other hand I know how multifarious pleasure is, 
and, as I said, we must start by considering that and examining what its 
nature 1s. For to judge simply by its name, it 1s one single thing, but in 
fact, I suppose, it has assumed all sorts of forms that are, in a way, quite 
unlike each other. Just think. We say that a licentious man experiences 
pleasure, and that a moderate man feels pleasure too, in the very practice 
of his moderation. Then again the man who lacks reason and is stuffed 
with foolish opinions and aspirations feels pleasure, as does the thinking 
man engaged in thought. How could anyone say that these pleasures were 
like each other without being taken, and nightly, for a fool? (12c 1-d 5). 


Socrates thus contrasts the apparent pleasures of debauchery, which he 
will have the opportunity to expose as ‘false’ in the conversation that 
follows, with the true pleasures which for their part depend on knowl- 
edge and enjoy the specific advantage of being subject to self-control. 
This exemplifies a recurrent theme in the dialogues, which never view 
pleasure as the opposite of philosophic contemplation, but always make 
an effort to distinguish between educated pleasures and false pleasures. 
Sexual pleasures themselves appear to fall into the category of temperate 
hedonism, since they are not completely excluded from the philosophic 
life, and condemned only when indulged in to excess. To be more pre- 
cise, since the dialogues do not attempt to classify or evaluate sexual 
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pleasures in any way according to the forms they take or the ways in 
which they are pursued, the criterion by which they can be distinguished 
is the degree of concern or attention that is devoted to them. And, 
oblique though it may seem, this is the only explanation we are given. 
Attaching importance to sexual pleasures, to àqpoótota, is always 
immediately characterised as a pathological symptom of weakness. 
The Philebus defends certain pleasures on the grounds that they 
are ‘pure’ and ‘true’, or even just simply necessary. We find a similar 
apologia in the first book of the Laws, where the Athenian, reacting 
against the austerity of the Spartan Megillus, argues at length for the 
moral necessity of preserving certain pleasures from excessive censure.? 
In these works Plato stubbornly repeats that to view the matter as if 
there were a stark choice to be made between the unfettered promo- 
tion of pleasures on the one hand and their out and out condemnation 
on the other is to miss the point completely. For Plato these pleasures 
are in fact, in the majority of cases, necessary pleasures and it is only 
when taken to excess that they become pathological and harmful. In 
his view, what matters is to judge pleasures by the yard-stick of how 
anxious the soul is to experience them and the use to which it puts 
them. Very much the same line is taken in the Phaedo when, at 64d, the 
philosopher is revealed as one to whom the pleasures of sex and those 
of food and drink mean equally little.'° Plato is strongly committed to 
the conviction that the pursuit of sexual pleasures and all that goes with 
it is pathological while at the same time holding that sexual activity 1s 
an organic necessity and part and parcel of what it is to be human." 
Sexual practice is no more rejected than it is absolutely condemned; 
rather it is described as the sort of activity that lends itself to excess, 
and in addition has the capacity to prevent human beings from engaging 


? Laws I 641c-650b. See further K. Schópsdau's explanations in ‘Vertu et plaisir: 
sur Lois V, 732d 8-734e 2’ Revue philosophique de la France et de l'étranger, 2000/1, pp. 
103-115. 

10 These three types of desires are always linked together. See, for example, Republic 
IX, 580d-e and Timaeus 69c-d. 

! Besides the passages cited in the preceding note, see Republic VIII 559c-d, or 
Gorgias 507b—c. We are dealing here with what may properly be called an anthropo- 
logical proposition according to which the satisfaction of ‘natural’ sexual desires is as 
necessary as the satisfaction of the two other vital needs, food and drink (and subject 
to the same requirement for temperance). If sexual pleasures are to be distinguished 
from those relating to food and drink, as I am about to point out, it must be in terms 
of their utility, which is much smaller. Y. Brés has offered a digest of Platonic texts 
devoted to sexuality in La Psychologie de Platon, Paris, Pur, 1968, p. 217—220. 
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in the pursuit of philosophy that is indispensable to their excellence.” 
If sexual pleasures can be distinguished from the pleasures attached 
to the satisfaction of other necessary bodily desires, it is because they 
are liable to the excesses that are most prejudicial to life.'? It must thus 
be possible to differentiate restrained love of the right kind from loves 
that are immoderate and pathological. This distinction is examined in 
Republic II 402e—403c, which in its turn comes out against any intimacy 
that goes beyond a modest show of affection." It is also explored in 
the long refutation of the excessive hedonism championed by Callicles 
in Gorgias 493d—505b, when Socrates with the aid of the simile of the 
jars (the life of the well ordered philosophic man is compared to the 
stewardship of the owner of jars full of liquid provisions, while that 
of the debauchee is compared to that of a man whose jars leak), 
maintains that a life spent permanently in the pursuit of pleasures is a 
pathological condition characterised by permanent leakage or running to 
waste. Callicles grants him this analogy but still insists that the process 
of pouring in and running out incessantly is genuinely enjoyable. At 
this point, in 494b 2, he uses the verb &rippeiv, which turns up again 
in the Phaedrus at 251b 5 where it describes the inflow of the efflux from 
Beauty into the soul of the lover. The Gorgias, as is customary in all the 
dialogues, likewise associates the three types of bodily pleasures (those of 
food, drink and sex), explaining that all three are liable to this kind of 
leakage. It then goes on to argue—as do all the other dialogues—that 
the philosophic life 1s the one that controls the leakage and in so doing 
brings only good pleasures.'® 


? As the Phaedo once again observes in 81b-c. 

5 These are thus pleasures to which risk attaches. In Republic I 329b-d, however, 
Plato explains that abstinence in this area is only to be attained at the end of a life of 
moderation; it is not possible to take some sort of vow of abstinence, nor can it even be 
held that abstinence is spontaneously achievable or desirable. T'he end of the dialogue 
in its turn describes desire as a flood that must be dried up (X 606d), so once again 
emphasising that sexual temperance takes time. It requires a lifetime of practice. 

1 This is already the case in the ‘Socratic’ dialogues, which recognise the existence 
of sexual pleasures along with the need to avoid the excesses to which these give rise. 
See, for example, Hippias Major 298c—299b. 

5 Commenting on Gorgias 493e 4—6, E.R. Dodds shows convincingly that the jars 
are the desires themselves (Plato, Gorgias, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1959, p. 305). 

15 Good pleasures are specifically defined as those that are advantageous (Gorgias 
499cff). As far as the body is concerned, good pleasures are those that lead to physical 
excellence, its own particular virtue: health and strength. In 499c-d the Gorgias men- 
tions only two types of bodily pleasures associated with necessary vital functions, eating 
and drinking, without on this occasion bracketing sexual pleasures along with them. 
Taken literally, this exclusion suggests that the pleasures of sex, even when controlled 
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The argument that sexual pleasures are without utility is used by Plato 
to justify his restriction of the interest that we should show in them." 
He does this in part by means of the metaphor of liquid discharge to 
which the dialogues resort for three reasons. Firstly it represents the 
emission of seed and secondly it clearly enough suggests the physical 
exhaustion of those who give themselves up to sexual debauchery. The 
final reason is that it helps in maintaining the connection between sex 
and generation and begetting. Certainly the emission of seminal fluid 
is a necessary condition of fertilisation. And, besides, this is the reason 
that the dialogues can argue that emission directed to any other end 
than procreation 1s wasted effort. But the emission of seed is not only 
the condition or the preliminary stage of procreation. It 1s also itself 
procreation of a kind. That at any rate 1s the message of the Phaedrus 
passages that we cited to start with. 

In pages 250d-256a of the Phaedrus, we find united the two motifs 
that the other dialogues always associate with outflow: the stream itself, 
the efflux that runs off, but also the motif of filling up that goes with 
it. In the Gorgias, the Republic, the Symposium or again in the Philebus, 
TANpwotc, repletion or filling up, is in effect what sexual desire pur- 
sues in vain, for it, unlike bodily or intellectual needs, can never be 
satisfied.'? The reason for this is clearly that sexual pleasure brings no 


or ordered, procure no advantage for the body of the person who yields to them. This, 
in fact, is the thesis that Socrates appears to defend most consistently in the dialogues 
collectively: that sexual pleasures serve no useful purpose (and this 1s also the position 
defended by the Athenian Stranger in Laws II 667d-e). Sexual activity certainly has 
a necessity, namely that of reproduction, but the pleasures that may be attached to it 
are of no advantage whatsoever to the participants. That, in a nutshell, we could say, 
1s the criterion by which sexual practices are to be judged: with the sole exception of 
sex engaged in for reproductive ends, it is, at best, useless and at worst—and most 
often—dangerous and pathological. Once it is accepted that sexual activity can con- 
fer no advantage, it is of no account in the computation of interest or as a medium 
of exchange. In Symposium 217a—219d, Alcibiades recounts how Socrates refused the 
trade-off he offered him. What he recalls is precisely that Socrates’ refused to turn sex 
into a means of payment and rejected a paederastic relationship of the kind that was 
envisaged by his contemporaries, an arrangement in which the older party provided 
his services as a teacher in exchange for the boy's favours. 

17 [n this matter, rather than prescribing their complete suppression, which would 
probably be unrealistic, Plato seems to appeal to a form of discretion. At any rate it 
must be in this sense that we should understand the suggestion in Republic III 403b-c 
that nothing is forbidden between master and pupil as long as their relationship remains 
above suspicion. See also the defence of discretion contained in the law on sex found 
in Laws VIII 840c-842a (see the notes ad loc. in the translation by L. Brisson and J.-F 
Pradeau, Paris, Flammarion, 2006). 

18 See, inter alia, Philebus 31d-32b, and, once again, Gorgias 494e-505b. rAñpootc, 
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benefit of its own, and that (unlike food and drink) no amount of it 
is ever enough. This also accounts for the danger that attaches to it: 
nothing can empty it completely. If a rAñpoo1 can be envisaged in the 
satisfaction of other bodily needs, as for example in the case of thirst, 
this cannot be said of sex. Yet it is ‘filling up’ that the transmission and 
acquisition of knowledge have in common with other desires that need 
to be satisfied. This peculiar grouping found in the Phaedrus figures also 
in the Symposium. There, to Agathon’s suggestion that he might acquire 
Socrates’ wisdom as it were by osmosis, Socrates replies that knowledge 
could not be transferred between them, like water poured from a full 
vessel into an empty one, ‘if only we were touching one another’ (175d), 
thus, incidentally, justifying in advance his rebuffing of Alcibiades. 

If we confine ourselves to the Phaedrus alone, there is considerable 
ambiguity here. At the end of the description of the inspired madness 
of love, Socrates describes the manner in which twepocg pours from 
the lover’s soul to fill that of the beloved.'? The ‘flood of particles’ 
follows a particularly complex course. It is not a matter—or not just 
a matter—of a flood sent out from the soul of the lover into the soul 
of the beloved. Indeed this flood does not have its origin in the soul, 
in that it is first received by the lover’s soul when it perceives, via the 
beauty of the young man, the Beautiful itself (as 251c in the passage 
quoted makes clear). So, what is passed from the lover to the beloved 
is a stream that comes from the Beautiful itself, and, what is more, 
one that is destined to return to the Beautiful. This is, in fact, what 


designates repletion, literally ‘filing up’, the action of filling oneself up like an empty 
vessel. I offer an analysis of this term, and textual references in my translation of the 
Philebus, Paris, Flammarion, 2002, n. 111, pp. 259-260. 

19 The vocabulary of ‘pouring out’ or ‘emanation’ is used in a good number of 
writers to explain vision, either as the penetration into the eye of ‘films’ or likenesses 
of external objects, or again as the meeting at some intermediate point of an efflux 
from the objects with an efflux from the eye. This is how Plato himself describes vision 
in the Timaeus 45b—46c, as the meeting of the stream (pedua) of light from the eye and 
the stream of light given off by the object. On &noppoń and the vocabulary of ‘pouring 
out’ applied to sight see Aristotle De Anima II 7 418b15, where he rejects the notion 
of a physical efflux from the soul. Aristotle seems to lump the Atomists, Empedocles 
and Plato together as proponents of the mistaken theory that wants vision to depend 
on a physical stream of ocular fire. (The association of Empedocles with this theory 
is explicit in De Sensu 2, 437b 10-17.) Most commentators recognise that the Platonic 
explanation probably owes something to Empedocles. In the Phaedrus Plato certainly 
uses the vocabulary of efflux or pouring out, but says nothing of the pores. The orifices 
through which the wings grow, as long as they are not stopped up, are described in 
different terms. Plato uses the word 61é&060¢, and the Phaedrus thus resorts to specialised 
physiological vocabulary referring to sickness, swelling and fever. 
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marks the consummation of their relationship. Once the lover has 
become the channel through which a vision of the Beautiful reaches 
his beloved, the young man will, in his turn, fix his soul's gaze directly 
on the Beautiful itself (255c). The whole circuitous process of successive 
fillings and outpourings is described in a series of metaphors that are, 
as has been observed, as equivocal as they are numerous. The terms 
used are physiological and they combine to produce a picture of a 
soul in a state of arousal, tumescent and orgasmic. Is this perhaps suf 
ficient to establish a parallel between the soul and a phallic organ? The 
imagery is certainly quite suggestive (the sprouting of wings or teeth, 
the emission of streams of liquid), and in developing the metaphors 
Plato employs several terms that are used figuratively in a sexual con- 
text.” This applies notably to tuepoc, a word that in the language of 
the poets expresses the surging force of fleshly desire.?! And yet, if we 
were content to view the inspired loving relationship as a spiritualised 
form of sexual relationship consummated entirely at a psychological 
level, we should doubtless have to dispense with one of the distinctive 
elements that characterise the way the stream circulates. If Plato risks so 
daring a comparison, it must be because he wishes to retain something 
indissolubly linked with the emission of seed, spiritual though it may 
be, namely fertilisation and procreation. 

Here there is an obvious parallel with the Symposium. In that dialogue 
also physiological vocabulary is used to describe the burgeoning love 
relationship in terms of distressing arousal and swelling. The difference 
is that from then on the amorous condition is compared to that of 
gestation and the parturition consequent upon it. What Diotima does 
is to compare pregnancy to the spiritual birthing constituted by the love 
of the Beautiful.” If the Phaedrus’ picture of the lover’s soul as tumes- 
cent and orgasmic is set beside the Symposium pregnancy, the phallic 
metaphor in the Phaedrus will be seen, if not to have vanished, at least 
to have undergone a singular transformation. In the Symposium, in fact, 
the swollen organ that is about to be delivered of its vital contents may 
in the end turn out to be a uterus quite as much as a phallus. Indeed, 


20 GJ. De Vries points this out and provides examples in A commentary on the Phaedrus 


of Plato, Amsterdam, Hakkert, 1969, in his notes ad loce. 

2! In a poem of Sappho’s from which Aristotle quotes two lines in Rhetoric I 9, 
1367a 12; in Homer, cited once again by Aristotle (1370b29 = /liad xxm 108). See 
also Aeschylus, Suppliant Women 87, Prometheus Bound 649 (this example is most explicit), 
and finally Aristophanes, Lysistrata 552. 

? Symposium 206b-e provides the most detailed account. 
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as it happens, the emission of fertile seed can the more easily be com- 
pared to giving birth to offspring, i.e to actual parturition, because the 
two are not sharply distinguished in the biology of the classical age.? 
One of the most explicit pieces of evidence for that comes, this time, 
from Plato’s own account in the Timaeus: 


And for this reason it was at that time that the gods constructed the desire 
of sexual intercourse, fashioning one living creature in us (t.e. men), and 
another in women. They made each in some such way as this: from the 
conduit of our drink, where it receives liquid that has passed through the 
lungs by the kidneys into the bladder and when subjected to air-pressure 
ejects it, they pierced an opening communicating with the compact mar- 
row which runs from the head down the neck and along the spine which, 
indeed, in our earlier discourse we called ‘seed’ (onéppuo). This marrow, 
being a living, breathing creature, endowed the part through which it 
breathes with a vital appetite for pouring it out and so brought about the 
desire to beget. Hence it is that in men the privy member is disobedient 
and self-willed, like a creature that will not listen to reason, and goaded 
by importunate lusts is bent upon carrying all before it. In women again, 
for the same reason, what is called the matrix or womb, a living creature 
within them with a desire for child-bearing, when it is left long unfruitful 
beyond the due season, is vexed and aggrieved, and wandering through- 
out the body and blocking the channels of the breath, by forbidding 
respiration brings the sufferer to extreme distress and causes all manner 
of disorders; until at last the appetite and the desire of each of the two 
sexes bring the pair together, pluck, as it were, the fruit from the tree and 
sow the ploughland of the womb with living creatures still unformed and 
too small to be seen, and again differentiating their parts nourish them 
until they grow large within, and thereafter by bringing them to the light 
of day accomplish the birth of living creatures. (91a 1-d 5)?! 


The content of this passage tallies with the expositions in the Phaedrus 
and the Symposium, once again repeating the same image of obstructed or 
spurting seed, with the added interest that it combines a physiological 
explanation of desire and its manifestations with an account of the 
process of gestation, in such a way as to blur the distinction between 
them. The male seed 1s here described as a living creature already 
endowed with soul.? This is yet another reason that the emission of 


seed is indistinguishable from giving birth. In each case what is produced 


?5 See also Laws VIII 838e-839a 

** The translation is based on that of EM. Cornford with modifications taking 
account of the interpretation of L. Brisson. 

? Tt must be remembered that in both the Phaedrus and the Timaeus, the soul enters 
the body by way of the seed. 
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is something living.” And it is because the emission of seed can be 
compared to giving birth, that it is also possible, in the Timaeus passage 
and in Diotima's speech, to speak of gestation in terms that apply to 
genital arousal and, conversely, to describe a sexual climax as one would 
parturition. This is how the Phaedrus passage is to be explained. The 
very specific form taken by the lovesick initiate's turmoil is precisely 
that of an outpouring, which is, immediately and without intercourse 
of any kind, in itself procreative. 

The language and imagery employed in the Phaedrus passage are 
alike fraught with risk. If Plato regards this risk as worth taking, it is 
because he intends nothing less than to supplant the pleasure of sex, 
commonly held to be the greatest, and replace it with one that he claims 
is even more intense, the enjoyment that comes from knowledge of 
the intelligible. ‘This is clearly seen to be the case in the context of the 
erotic experience itself, offering as it does, at one and the same time, 
the false enjoyment of debauchery and the intellectual excitement of 
philosophy. But the vocabulary of orgasmic or generative outflow, like 
the metaphor of the circulation of the seminal stream, is also of further 
advantage to Plato. It provides him with valuable assistance in the task 
of describing how knowledge is passed from one soul to another: the 
process resembles the transmission of seminal fluid, but the fertilisation 
is achieved without physical coupling. In this way the Phaedrus is able to 
describe a means both of gaining access to a vision of the intelligible 
and of effecting a real and pleasing transformation in the beloved. 
The lovers are therefore not precluded from continuing the love that 
blossoms in these seminal exchanges. Their relationship becomes one 
in which each is for the other the means or the pretext for an enjoy- 
ment of which neither of them is the object. It is this that creates the 
conditions for properly methodological philosophic teaching, as my 
concluding remarks will try to show. 

It is not self-evident that physical beauty can lead to the discovery or 
recollection of Beauty itself. This will be true only if physical beauty 
resembles Beauty itself and constitutes a manifestation or expression 
of it. The Phaedrus’ portrayal of the emotional upheaval in the soul 


2° D.M. Halperin gives weight to this resemblance and suggests that it involves a 
confusion between sexual climax and giving birth, a confusion that would explain how 
Plato could describe gestation as if it were the same thing as sexual excitement that 
would end in ‘the ejaculation of offspring’, One Hundred Years of Homosexuality and Other 
Essays on Greek Love, New York/London, 1990, p. 140. 
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teaches that perception of this resemblance is all that distinguishes 
the pursuit of philosophy from sexual excess, given that both have 
a common origin in the beauty of an adolescent body. Thus what is 
said of the reaction to this erotic stimulus bears out the diagnosis of 
the weakness of the soul bound to the sensible world, but also teaches 
us by what kind of method the soul can attain true reality. In fact, in 
so far as the soul is unable to view the intelligible directly and with 
clarity, it must make do with perceiving reality indirectly in something 
else. It must discover it in what resembles it, in what is like it. The 
medium may be the beauty of adolescent bodies, which resembles the 
beauty of the Beautiful itself, but it might equally well be a piece of 
mathematical reasoning or music or poetry or again a statue in which 
something of the beauty of the god is to be discerned. ‘Thus philosophy 
resorts to resemblance as the means whereby the soul can satisfy its 
desire for what it lacks. Embodied in human form the soul is deprived 
of the power to contemplate the intelligible directly, so that the search 
for resemblance is all that is available to it. If philosophy is indeed a 
desire, then philosophical method—the means of satisfying it—involves 
an indirect route through resemblance or similarity. As methods go, it 
certainly cannot claim to be more than a fis aller: human knowledge 
must necessarily depend for its very existence on this detour through 
the perception of resemblance. Nonetheless, Plato maintains that this 
is one of the main ways to pursue philosophy. 


PLATO AGAINST PARMENIDES: SOPHIST 256D—242B 


Noburu Notomi 
(Keio University, Tokyo) 


1. Parmenides in Plato’s Sophist 


Parmenides, one of the greatest and most influential Greek thinkers, 
is not mentioned in Plato’s earlier dialogues. His name appears only 
in four dialogues: Symposium, Parmenides, Theaetetus, and Sophist. This 
peculiar fact by no means implies that Parmenides had little influence 
on Plato’s earlier thinking, On the contrary, it is generally agreed that 
Republic V bases the theory of forms on the Parmenidean scheme of 
what is and what is not. Nevertheless, that passage contains no reference 
to its source. 

Two passages in the Symposium, one spoken by Phaedrus (178b9) and 
the other by Agathon (195c2), cite a line on Love from Parmenides 
(DK 28B13), along with Hesiod and Acusilaus.' Parmenides is treated 
as an authoritative poet, rather than a metaphysical thinker. 

On the other hand, Parmenides’ influence suddenly comes to the 
surface when he appears as the main speaker of the dialogue named 
after him. The senior Parmenides, on his visit to Athens, criticises the 
theory of forms, presented by the young Socrates, and engages in a 
series of dialectical arguments concerning ‘one’ and ‘being’? 

In the Theaetetus, Parmenides and the Eleatic school (Melissus is 
mentioned) are contrasted with the other stream of thinkers includ- 
ing Homer, Epicharmus, Heraclitus, and Protagoras (152e2-8). The 
unchanging whole of the former is contrasted with the ever-chang- 
ing flux of the latter (180d7—e4). Socrates, expressing deep respect 
for Parmenides, whom he had met as a youth, proposes to postpone 


! This fragment is naturally attributed to the Second Part of the poem. The par- 
allel citation of Hesiod, Theogony 116-117, 120, and Parmenides, B13 in Aristotle's 
Metaphysics A4, 984b23ff seems to indicate the common source, i.e. Hippias’ Anthology; 
cf. Mansfeld ([1986]/1990), 35, 46, 48, 71, n. 9 (with reference to the suggestions by 
W. von Kienle and C,J. Classen). For Acusilaus of Argos, see DK 9B2. 

? As most commentators do, I take the young Socrates’ encounter with Parmenides 
(around the 450s’ BCE?) to be a fiction. 
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examination of his thought until another occasion (183d10-184b3). 
This passage refers back to their dramatic encounter in the previous 
dialogue, the Parmenides, and anticipates a full discussion in the follow- 
ing dialogue, the Sophist. 

The Sophist confronts the philosophy of Parmenides by introducing 
a new speaker, the Eleatic visitor. Examination of Parmenides becomes 
necessary because the sophist, in his counterattack against philosophical 
inquiry, resorts to Parmenides’ position on what is not, just as the eristic 
sophists, Euthydemus and Dionysodorus, contrive various fallacious 
arguments out of it in the Eut/ydemus.? It is noteworthy that Parmenides 
is never mentioned again after the Sophist. 

In order to judge how much Plato owes to Parmenides and in what 
way he reacts to this great philosopher, I focus on the Sophist.* For this is 
the main dialogue to tackle the philosophy of Parmenides—the project 
postponed in the Theaetetus. Let us first see the various contexts in the 
Sophist where the name of Parmenides appears? 


C1: The visitor from Elea is introduced by Theodorus as “a fellow of 
Parmenides! and Zeno’s circle” (216a1—4). 

C2: Socrates mentions his experience of dialoguing with Parmenides, 
who pursued wonderful arguments through questions (217c2-7). 

C3: The difficulty in defining the sophist is related to Parmenides’ pro- 
hibition, with a quotation from his poem (Fr. 7.1-2; 237a4-b1). 

C4: The Eleatic visitor asks his interlocutor not to take the inquiry 
as ‘parricide’, when he cross-examines Parmenides’ logos (241d1— 
242a4). 

C5: The way previous thinkers, including Parmenides, spoke about 
things that are is said to be complacent (242c4—243b2). 

C6: The monist position is critically examined, with a quotation from 
Parmenides’ poem (Fr. 8.43-45; 244b6-245e5).° 


3 The sophists’ use of Eleatic logic is clearly shown by Sprague (1962 and 1965), 
whose analysis is followed by Hawtrey (1981) and Notomi (1999), 180—184; c£. 201—204. 
But there is no reference to Parmenides in the Euthydemus, either, except in a possible 
allusion to “some earlier people” (286c3). 

* For Parmenides’ role in Plato’s metaphysics, see Notomi (2006), 194—195. 

° His name is mentioned seven times only: 216a3, 217c5, 237a4, 241d5, 242c4, 
244e2, and 258c6. I refer to the line number of the old Oxford Classical Texts of 
Burnet (1905). 

5 There is also an allusion to his position in 252a6-7: “those who make one rest". 
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C7: The inquirers conclude that they have proved something beyond 
what Parmenides prohibits, with the same quotation as in C3 above 
(Fr. 7.1—2; 258c6-e5). 


This list may perplex us, since the dialogue mentions Parmenides both as 
a historical figure (C5), with citations from his poem (C3, C6, C7), and 
as a dramatis persona in Plato's Parmenides (C2). The anonymous and obvi- 
ously fictional visitor from Elea might well be a friend of “Parmenides 
and Zeno”, who once had a dialogue with the young Socrates (C1; cf. 
C4). How should we, the readers of the dialogues, understand these 
external and intertextual references to Parmenides? We need a broad 
view of how Plato reacts to Parmenides, especially in the Sophist. 

In order to reconsider this important issue, I examine Denis O’Brien’s 
interpretation of Plato's reaction to Parmenides concerning what is not.’ 
In presenting his own view, O’Brien criticises my reading of the Soph- 
ist on philological and philosophical grounds.? Let me first clarify my 
position in relation to O’Brien’s criticisms: 


(1) I agree with his view that Plato in the Sophist does not simply sweep 
away Parmenides’ warning concerning what is not, when it is proved 
that what is not is and that what is is not. The difficulty concerning 
what is not, together with the difficulty concerning what is, is avoided, 
but not completely done away with. 

(2) However, I disagree with O'Brien's (and Cornford’s) view that Plato 
supports Parmenides’ statement about what is not. In discussing the 
difficulties concerning what is not, he clearly includes Parmenides 
in those involved in self-contradiction in saying that what is not 1s 
unspeakable. This indicates that Plato's criticism is directed against 
Parmenides' failure of /ogos. Furthermore, Plato's strategy of pair- 
ing arguments concerning what is not and what is serves to reject 
Parmenides! whole position, which makes /ogos impossible. 


7 O'Brien discusses Parmenides and Plato on a number of occasions: O'Brien 
(1993), (1995), and (2000). He examines Parmenides’ original poem, Plato's argument 
in the Sophist, and Plotinus in O’Brien (1993), where he uses the doctrinal relation- 
ships between Parmenides, Plato, and Plotinus as illustrations of his view on what the 
history of philosophy should be. 

* O’Brien (2000), 56, 68-75, 79, 84, 93-94, 96, takes up and criticises my 1999 
(esp. pp. 173-179). 
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(3) I think it is misleading to describe Plato's project, as O’Brien does, 
as that of distinguishing between two ‘kinds’ or ‘senses’ of what is 
not. The expression of “what in no way is” (tò undapas ov) does 
not signify one distinct kind, but points to an extreme treatment of 
what is not, in such isolation as to go beyond any logos. 


Our disagreement concerns how we view Plato’s attitude toward Parme- 
nides. O’Brien suggests that Plato introduces a new distinction between 
two ‘kinds’ of what is not, which is unknown to Parmenides. Conse- 
quently, according to him, Plato’s response is oblique. From one point 
of view, Plato can agree with Parmenides, while from another he is in 
disagreement; but from the standpoint of Parmenides himself, Plato’s 
criticism is irrelevant or unanswerable. By contrast, my reading is 
straightforward: Plato tackles the same philosophical difficulty that 
Parmenides faces, and criticises him so forcefully in order to secure the 
possibility of logos and philosophy. 

In this paper, I present my arguments against O’Brien’s criticisms, first 
by focusing on the key text, secondly by reconsidering Plato’s strategy, 
and finally in respect of philosophical interpretation.’ 


2. Text: logos itself 


O’Brien distinguishes between two sections in Plato’s discussion of 
Parmenides: the first section is directed against the logos of mortal 
opinions, in favour of Parmenides (237b2—238c11), while the second 
sets out to refute Parmenides’ logos (241d5ff). For his interpretation, the 
crucial sentence is 237b1-2, where the Eleatic visitor declares that he 
will cross-examine “logos itself”. Let us look at the whole passage which 
includes the sentence at issue (underlined): 


[Text 1: 236d9-237b6] 


Eleatic visitor: Really, my dear friend, we are in an extremely difficult 
inquiry. That is, this ‘to appear or seem to be so, but not to be so’, and ‘to 
state something, but not the truth’—all of these notions are always entan- 
gled with difficulties, before and now. For what is the right way of speak- 
ing, to state (Aéyetv) or judge that falsehood really is? And it’s very hard, 
Theaetetus, not to be entangled in contradiction while uttering this. 


? I have also discussed Plato’s argument on what is not, in Notomi (forthcoming). 
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Theaetetus: Why? 


EV: This logos (L1) dares to assume (dno0é68o1) what is not to be (tò uh Ov 
eivot, L2). For in no other way could falsehood come to be. But, young 
man, when we were young, the great Parmenides gave his testimony 
against this (L2’)!° from beginning to end, saying (Aéyov) on occasion 
both in prose and in verse: 


Never shall this (L3) be proved—things that are not to be (L3”). 
From this way of inquiry thou must hold back thy thought. 


This is testified by him, and above all logos itself (6 Aóyoc o1óc, L4) will 
show it, if properly examined. 








Tht: As for me, you can do what you want. On the other hand, as for 
logos (L5), consider how it will go best, and follow along with it, and lead 
me on that way. 


In interpreting the crucial sentence, as underlined above, O'Brien takes 
the “Jogos itself” (L4, 237b2) to be the logos that what is not is." He then 
explains it as the ‘slave’ logos, to be ‘tortured’ (BacavicBeic), to admit 
the error of his master (namely, mortals).'* For this reading he refers 
“logos itself” (L4) back to the three words in Text 1: 


L3: “this” (todto) in Parmenides? Fr. 7.1 (23728), which refers to the 
clause (L3?) “things that are not to be” in the same line; 

L2*: “this” (todto) in 23726, which refers back to the clause (L2) “what 
i$ not to be” in 237a3—45 

Ll: “this logos” (6 Adyog odtoc) in 23723. 


O’Brien identifies the /ogos of L4 with L1, L2 = L2’, and L3 = L3’, and 
maintains that this /ogos belongs not to Parmenides but to his enemy, 


10 I take the prefix of “àäreuaproparo” (23726) in the negative sense, namely 
“against”, with Cornford (1935), 200, and O’Brien (2000), 59-63. 

!! This understanding is more or less traditional: see, for example, Campbell (1867), 
Soph. 82-83, and Diès (1969), 336, n. 2. On the other hand, Cornford (1935), 200, 
n. 3, followed by O’Brien, includes another proposition in this logos: “that falsehood, 
or what is not, really exists". However, the two propositions, that falsehood really is (or 
exists) and that what is not is, are not the same, as 237a3—4 (Text 1) clearly indicates: 
the latter is assumed by the former. For this confusion by O'Brien and Cornford, see 
my philological point (2) below, especially note 14. 

? Although O'Brien may be right in seeing some legal metaphors at 237a4—b2, 
especially in the words “waptopettan” and *DocovioOeic" (cf. O'Brien (2000), 57-59, 
64-66), his ‘master-slave’ suggestion seems to me an over-interpretation, which fails to 
fit the text (especially the content of “logos itself”). 
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namely mortals. On this assumption, he condemns my argument for 
failing to distinguish the “logos itself” (L4) from the Parmenidean thesis, 
which prohibits us from thinking or saying that what is not is.” 

It is indeed crucial what “logos itself” (L4) means, since this passage 
connects Parmenides! prohibition to the subsequent argument about 
what is not (237b7f). However, there is some confusion in his reading, 
and a more careful treatment of the text reveals Plato's intention. It 
will turn out that O'Brien's reading fails to fit the text. 

Below I present four philological points to show that the “logos itself” 
does not mean what O’Brien takes it to mean. 


(1) First, “logos itself” (L4) in 237b2 cannot be identical with the “logos” 
(L1) in 23723, since the latter clearly denotes “to state (Aéyew) that false- 
hood really is”, in the preceding passage (236e4). Evidently, it is out 
of place to talk about falsehood in L4. For it is not falsehood but what 
is not that 1s focused on in the subsequent argument (237b7f). The word 
“falsehood” is not even mentioned after 237a4, until 240d2. Therefore, 
the “logos itself” (L4) is obviously different from “this logos” (L1). 
O'Brien's reading of the crucial sentence 1s based on his assumption 
that L4, the “Jogos itself”, refers back to a certain logos already spoken 
of. However, since “this logos” (L1) is different from the “logos itself” (LA), 
we find no word “logos” that corresponds to it in the preceding passage 
in Text 1. Therefore, his reading turns out to be philologically feeble. 


(2) The demonstrative “this” (todto, L2’) in 237a6 signifies what the logos 
(L1), that falsehood is (236e4), assumes (bno8éo80n, 237a3): namely, the 
clause “what is not to be” (L2). “This logos” (6 Aóyog ootoc, L1) should 
therefore be clearly distinguished from the clause which it assumes as 


its basis, soon to be referred to by “this” (L2). However, O’Brien blurs 


this distinction by rendering “dro8éo8ar” as ‘claim’ or ‘declare’.'* 


As indicated here and clarified at a later stage, “what is not is” is not 
the same as “falsehood is”; for to state of what is, that it is not, is also 
a false statement (cf. 240e10-241a1).P 


13 Cf. O'Brien (2000), 63-67, 70—72 for a criticism of my reading, and also 
59-60, 80. 

4 Cf. O’Brien (2000), 55, 62-64, 66-67. LSJ do not give either meaning for 
“brotinu”. In particular, it is wrong to treat the claim that what is not is as ‘a para- 
digm of falsehood’ (pace O'Brien (2000), 65). For the logical relation between what 
is not and falsehood, which Plato investigates and clarifies in the Sophist, see Notomi 
(1999), 167-173, 186-189. 

5 Thus, Cornford (1935), 200, n. 3, and O’Brien (2000), 59, 65-66, are wrong in 
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(3) Further, “this” (tobto, L2") in 237a6 is not called logos. The clause 
“what 1s not to be” signifies the problematic combination of what is not 
and what 1s, but neither the Eleatic visitor nor Parmenides himself calls 
this combination ‘logos’ here. This point may seem subtle, but a careful 
reader will notice that Plato never uses in the subsequent arguments 
the word “logos” to refer to the clause “what is not to be". Instead, this 
combination is mentioned by the neutral singular “this” (toto), in 
both L2’ and L3. This combination is assumed (but not stated) when we 


speak of falsehood, images, and appearances. Plato never treats L2 — 
L?’ and L3 = L3’ as logos. 


(4) Moreover if, as O'Brien suggests, Parmenides carefully indicates 
by the use of the plural expression “things that are not” (uñ óvta) in Fr. 
7.1 (23728, L3’), not the second way that the goddess prohibits, but 
the wrong opinions of mortals,^ the strange result obtains that the 
demonstrative “this” signifies different things in L2’ and L3, namely, 
the impossible way of what is not (L2), expressed in Fr. 2.6, and the 
wrong opinion of mortals (L3’) in Fr. 7.1. But, according to O'Brien, 
the prohibition of the former is supported by Plato, and the rejection 
of the latter is later refuted. On the other hand, if Parmenides assumes 
that L2' implies L3 and rejects both as wrong, Plato has no reason to 
‘torture the logos of mortals’, since he soon criticises Parmenides on 
behalf of mortals and saves their logos. 

In addition to these philological points, I would also propose one 
contextual point against O'Brien's interpretation: 


(5) If we look at the subsequent argument on the difficulties concern- 
ing what is not (237b7—239c8), we find that what is cross-examined 
or ‘tortured’ is not the combination of what is not and what is (which 
O’Brien takes to be the /ogos of Parmenides’ enemy). On the contrary, 
it 1s assumed twice that what is not cannot be combined with what is, in 
the way Parmenides maintains (237c7—9 and 238a7-9)." If, as O’Brien 
suggests, the enemy's logos is tortured to tell the truth, it is odd that 


simply equating what is not with falsehood; this small carelessness causes a systematic 
misunderstanding of the text. 

'© Cf. O'Brien (2000), 56, n. 138, 94-95; although I'd be happy to accept his criticism 
of my paraphrase, it is not clear how much this difference affects Plato's argument. 
Plato may consciously ignore the distinction between singular and plural in the original 
poem of Parmenides. 

17 See also 238d9-e2, where the word *ono0&uevoc" is used. 
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the very combination is prohibited from the beginning, rather than 
cross-examined. 

The examination of “logos itself” starts (237b 71E) by assuming the Par- 
menidean thesis that what is not cannot be combined with what is, and 
leads to the ultimate difficulty of self-contradiction. Therefore, this argu- 
ment can properly be called a refutation (£Aeyxog) of Parmenides. 

Against the reading proposed by O’Brien, I suggest that the Eleatic 
visitor attempts to examine “logos in general” (237b2, L4), instead of 
any particular statement, since the possibility of logos is at stake in the 
difficulties concerning what is not.'? Plato uses the emphatic word “itself” 
(avt0¢) to highlight his focus here.'? 

Thus the “logos itself” (L4) is neither “this logos” that falsehood is (LI, 
23723), nor “this” problematic clause “what is not to be” (L2 = L2’, 237a6), 
nor “this” that Parmenides prohibits in Fr. 7.1 (L3 = L3’, 23729). 

We can observe that the argument that presents difficulties concern- 
ing what is not recurrently uses the words *Aóyog" and “Aéyew”,?! never 
in the sense that O'Brien suggests, but in the sense of statement or 
argument in general. These uses indicate Plato's intention to focus the 
argument on /ogos in general after 237b2 (L4). 

Let us analyse the examples. Immediately following the Eleatic 
visitor’s statement, Theaetetus refers to the forthcoming argument: “as 
for logos, consider how it will go best, and follow along with it” (237b4, 
Text 1). This “logos” (L5) cannot mean the particular statement that 
what is not is, but it naturally continues what the Eleatic visitor has just 
mentioned, namely the “logos itself” (L4). O’Brien and others ignore 
Theaetetus’ statement of “logos” (L5) by cutting it off from the Eleatic 
visitor’s declaration in the preceding sentence. 

Next, the two inquirers examine the question how to speak (Aéyetv) 


18 The translation by White (1993), 25, “our own way of speaking itself", seems 
closest to my reading. The Greek article in “ó Adyog adt6ç” does not necessarily mean 
a particular logos, as the English equivalent does. Plato uses the expression “the logos” 
for the kind of logos, or logos in general (e.g. 259e6, 260a5). The literal translation of 
the phrase, ‘the logos itself’, may have led commentators to the misleading assumption 
that Plato discusses here a certain particular logos. 

? In 237b2, the manuscript reading of “obto¢” in BT is rightly rejected by Campbell 
(1867), Soph. 82-83, in favour of the more difficult reading “abtóç” in W, T2. This 
reading is followed by most modern editors. 

20 This is my answer to O’Brien (2000), 72, n. 196. 

2! For “Adyog”, see 237b4, e7, 238b5, 239a6; the verb “Aéyetw” appears 23 times, 
together with many uses of related words, from 237b7 to 239c8. 
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of what is not, in the first stage (237b7—e7) of the argument.” The con- 
cluding statement of this first stage is “logos seems to have an end of 
difficulty” (237e7). Thus, it is /ogos (argument) in general, but not any 
particular proposition, that is discussed in respect of what is not. 

Again in the second stage (238al—c11), the question how to speak of 
what is not becomes the main issue (cf. “A€ympev”, 238b10). When the 
Eleatic visitor insists that no number, either plural or singular, should be 
attached to what is not, Theaetetus replies that they should rightly avoid 
this, “as logos says” (238b4—5). This “logos” means argument in general, 
including the one they are engaged in. In stating (Aéyov) the conclusion 
that what is not is unspeakable (GAoyov) and unthinkable, the very logos 
was already made against the initial prohibition (239a5-6). 

Considering these uses in subsequent passages, we understand that 
“logos itself” (L4) in 237b2, as the target of cross-examination, is not 
the particular proposition that what is not is, which Parmenides prohibits, 
but /ogos in general, or its possibility in relation to what is not. Thus, 
the Eleatic visitor turns out to be saying the following in the crucial 
sentence of 237b1—2 (Text 1): “the prohibition of the problematic 
combination between what is not and what is 1s testified to by the great 
Parmenides, and above all /ogos in general will reveal the truth, if 
properly examined”. 

If this reading is correct, it follows that O'Brien's sharp contrast 
between the two sections, one in favour of Parmenides and the other 
against him, lacks textual support. The former section, introduced 
immediately after Text 1, demonstrates that Parmenides’ position con- 
cerning what is not inevitably destroys the possibility of logos in general; 
Plato by no means supports or reinforces Parmenides, as O'Brien and 
Cornford suggest. In Text 1 the Eleatic visitor appeals to Parmenides' 
authority, on behalf of the sophist, with a view to putting forward dif 
ficulties concerning what is not, but this does not mean that Plato argues 
Jor Parmenides. To confirm my interpretation, let us next examine the 
structure of the whole argument in the middle part of the dialogue. 


2 The verb *Aéyew" appears in 237b7, d2 (bis), d6, 7, el, 2, 5 (thrice). 

?5 Pace O’Brien (2000), 65, n. 169), the force of the particles “yè 9" (emphatic 
limitative) in 237b1 does not necessarily fix the meaning of “Jogos itself” (cf. Denniston 
(1959), 246). The last sentence clearly echoes the phrase of Parmenides, Fr. 7.5 *«pivoa 
òè Adyou”. 
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3. Strategy: joint illumination 


In searching for the sophist, the inquirers confront a series of difficulties 
concerning appearance, images, falsehood, and what ts not. They investi- 
gate these issues in a systematic way in the middle part (236d9—264b9). 
Here it is necessary to grasp the overall strategy of how they deal with 
these issues. 

Many scholars assume a clear break in the argument after the series of 
difficulties concerning what is not, images, and falsehood (237b7—241b3), 
and tend to see a fresh start in the discussion of what is (242b6f£). Corn- 
ford and O'Brien, in particular, suggest a sharp contrast between these 
two sections, representing Plato's positive and negative attitudes toward 
Parmenides. However, if we consider his careful strategy in the middle 
part, we find the view of Cornford and O'Brien to be inappropriate. 
His main strategy is to couple the difficulties concerning what is not and 
concerning what is (like twin monsters, e.g. Scylla and Charybdis) and 
to avoid both together by a single argument (logos). Dubbed the “Joint 
Illumination" or “Parity Assumption” by G.E.L. Owen, this strategy 
is well known to scholars.?* 

First, by looking at the transition from the argument concerning what 
is nol, we can find a close connection with the subsequent discussion 
of what is. A new stage 1s introduced with a general comment that the 
inquirers should become aware of their own cognitive state concerning 
several basic terms whose meaning previously seemed obvious. This 
is the point at which the Eleatic visitor introduces what is along with 
what is not: 


[ Text 2: 243b7-c6] 


EV: When I was younger, I used to think I understood exactly what some- 
one said when he said just what we are in difficulty about now, namely 
what is not. Now you see where we are in the difficulty about it? 


Tht: Yes, I do. 


EV: Perhaps we are in the same state of the soul equally? concerning 
what 1s. We insist that we understand without difficulty whenever someone 


** Of. Owen (1971), 229-231 (= Owen: 1986, 110-111): “that the one cannot be illu- 
minated without the other”. However, commentators, including Owen, do not give this 
strategy the importance that it deserves. On this issue, see Notomi (forthcoming). 

? The word “tows” means ‘equally’ or ‘perhaps’, but in this passage, the first may 


fit the sense better (and in Text 3). Although most scholars translate “owç” together 
with “téya” just as “perhaps”, White (1993), 33, gives the translation ‘equally’. 
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utters this word, although we do not understand the other. Perhaps we 
are in a similar state about both. 


Tht: Perhaps. 


The preliminary remarks in Text 2 anticipate the difficulty that the 
inquirers have to face concerning what is, and hints at the reason why a 
full investigation into this concept becomes necessary after the argument 
concerning what is not. For what is not and what is are equally difficult. The 
same point—that equal difficulties are involved in both cases—1s stated 
again, in the middle of the examination of what is (24506-24622). 

Having examined how previous thinkers discuss what is, the inquirers 
eventually reach their own conclusion that what is is both motion and 
rest (249d2—4). However, this conclusion soon turns out to be untenable. 
They are completely at a loss as to where to direct their thought about 
what is. It is at this crucial moment that the previous difficulty concern- 
ing what is not is recalled (250d5-e4). The Eleatic visitor couples it with 
the present difficulty concerning what is. He concludes his treatment of 
these difficulties in the way hinted at in Text 2: 


[Text 3: 250e5-251a4] 


EV: Here, let us put this matter down as a complete difficulty. Since what 
is and what is not have an equal (£& toov) share of difficulty, now our hope 
is that, if one of these will turn up, whether faintly or clearly, the other 
will also turn up in this way. And if we cannot see either of them, we 
shall push the argument (Aóyov) through between both of them at once 
(ua) in the way we can proceed most plausibly.?? 


Tht: Fine. 


Since what is not and what is partake equally in difficulty, the inquiry should 
treat them as a pair and advance the argument (Aóyoc) between the twin 
difficulües. The strategy of joint illumination 1s confirmed in the course 
of the argument concerning the combination of kinds (254c5-9). 

The two extreme conclusions which have led the inquirers to an 
impasse are that what is not, in itself, is unthinkable and unspeakable 
(238c8—10), and that what is is both motion and rest (249d2—4). These 
conclusions share a common root of failure in dealing with logos. There- 
fore, in order to overcome the twin difficulties, the inquirers have to 
examine how logos is possible (25125-25269). 


°° For a full interpretation of this passage, especially against the editorial emenda- 
tion by D. Robinson in the new OCT, and Robinson (1999), 153-155, see Notomi 
(forthcoming). 
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The inquiry first takes up the ‘late-learners’, who claim to separate 
every word from every other word. Their claim, of course, collapses. 
Similarly, anyone who tries to combine every word with every other 
word also fails to speak properly. The inquirers choose the middle 
way to seek a proper combination between kinds (252d12-253c5). 
Their examination of the combination of the greatest kinds eventually 
proves and secures a proper combination between what is not and what 
is (254b7—258c5). 

Thus, the inquiry avoids both difficulües or extremes, and the Eleatic 
visitor praises it for having saved the possibility of /ogos and philosophy 
itself (259d9—260b3): 


[Text 4: 259d9-e6] 


EV: Indeed, my good friend, it 1s improper to try to separate everything 
from everything else. And that is a mark of someone completely uncul- 
tured and unphilosophical. 


Tht: Why? 


EV: To dissociate each thing from everything else is the total destruction 
of all /ogot. For logos becomes possible for us in the interweaving of the 
kinds with each other. 


Accordingly, the inquiry in the middle part (up to 259d8) displays a 
beautifully parallel structure: 


Sl: The difficulty concerning what is not is put forward along with its 
corollaries concerning images and falsehood (236d9—241b3); 

82: Strategic comments I: ‘parricide’, etc. (241b4—242b5); 

S3: The difficulty concerning what is is put forward through the exami- 
nation of previous views (242b6—250d4); 

S4: Strategic comments II: ‘joint illumination’ of the twin difficulties 
(25045-25124); 

S5: Solution: the inquiry seeks the proper combination between what 
is and what is not, so that the twin difficulties are averted (251a5— 


259d8). 


How does this inquiry treat Parmenides? After the Eleatic visitor men- 
tioned Parmenides at 237a4—b1 (C3 in 51) and 241d5-242a4 (C4 in 
82), he is explicitly criticised as the representative of the monists; his 
poem is quoted for scrutiny (Fr. 8.4345; 244e2—5, C6). Although his 
position is just one of the four groups examined in 53, it is noteworthy 
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that Parmenides 1s the only philosopher mentioned by name in the 
examination of those groups, while others are merely alluded to. 

In the part (S5) devoted to the solution, Parmenides 1s included in 
“those who have at any time discussed what is” (25142), and alluded 
to again by “those who make one rest" (25227). Eventually, the Eleatic 
visitor declares that their inquiry has done more than refute Parmenides 
(C7, 258c6-e5). Thus, we observe that Parmenides is the major and 
constant target of the middle part. 

Considering the parallel structure of inquiry, we find O’Brien’s read- 
ing (that Parmenides is supported in one part (S1), while he is refuted 
in the rest (S3, S5)) implausible. As we have seen, Parmenides’ position 
causes difficulties for logos, in respect of what is not. The argument about 
what is not is presented in S1, not as the truth to be confirmed by Plato 
or a positive argument against the enemy of Parmenides, but as one 
of the twin difficulties to be overcome. That difficulty should not be left 
untouched or deemed irrelevant to the rest of the inquiry, as O’Brien 
and Cornford suggest. 

Furthermore, O'Brien misses the structure and the role of the argu- 
ments concerning what is not, images and falsehood (237b7—241b3, 
S1). Remember that he sees Plato’s positive and negative arguments in 
relation to Parmenides, in 237b2—238c11 (the first section) and 241d5ff. 
(the second section), respectively. What then happens in between? In 
O’Brien’s view, the transitional passage plays an ambiguous role, since 
he sees in the initial ‘pair of arguments’ (237b2-e7 and 238a1-c1l) 
only ‘torture’ to support Parmenides and separates them from the rest." 
However, these arguments constitute a continuous whole designed to 
put forward the difficulties concerning what is not. 

Consequently, the self-contradiction passage in 238d1—239c8 fails 
to fit his reading of the preceding argument that he regards to be ‘in 
favour of Parmenides'.?? O’Brien admits that Parmenides is entangled 
with the philosophical difficulty of self-contradiction in speaking of the 
unspeakability of what is not, and comments that “Parmenides’ position 


7 O’Brien (2000), 43, n. 90, 57, 68-69, 72, 75-82, 85-88 calls the arguments 
concerning images and falsehood a 'twilight zone (75, n. 209, 86). He seems to locate 
the change in direction of the cross-examination within the argument dealing with 
those difficulties. Note that his treatment of this argument is different from that of 
Cornford (1935), 208-209. 

?* O’Brien rightly regards this passage as what ‘leads to an impasse’, in O'Brien 
(2000), 57, n. 141, 68-69, 85. 
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is no longer as impregnable as it had seemed to be at the end of the 
first pair of arguments"? This comment reveals his failure to read the 
section on the difficulty concerning what is not as a single continuous 
argument. Although he tries to separate the impasse section (238d1— 
239c8) from what he calls the ‘pair of arguments’ (237b2—238c1 1), he 
neglects the fact that the self-contradiction passage does not begin at 
238dl, but was already implied in the second argument (cf. 238d4, e2, 
e5-2392a0). 

Self-contradiction lies at the core of the difficulties which are directed 
against anyone who tries to separate what is not from what is, whether 
the Eleatic visitor, Theaetetus, or Parmenides. The Eleatic visitor 
demonstrates, through the problem of self-contradiction, that it is too 
naive to speak of the unspeakability of what is not, as Parmenides does 
in his poem. For the very activity of speaking about what is not shows 
the absurdity of this attempt.” The Eleatic visitor's presentation of the 
difficulties concerning what is not targets and upsets the very prohibition 
of Parmenides, while the Eleatic visitor is well aware of being himself 
involved in self-contradiction (238d9-239c9). 

The strategy of the middle part (81—83—55) clearly indicates that 
Parmenides is responsible for the difficulties and the impasse. His treat- 
ment both of what is not and of what is raise serious problems about logos. 
He cannot properly state his monism, since the statement that “one is", 
already assumes two things, namely ‘one’ and ‘is’. Moreover, it already 
assumes two things, namely the name and its object (244b9-d13). 
Parmenides’ attempt to grasp what is, in separation from every other 
thing, gets stuck, just as what is not, separated from every other thing, 
leads us to the ultimate difficulty. 

The Parmenidean thesis allows no possibility of Jogos, not only 
concerning what is not (S1), but also concerning what is (83). Only the 
proper combination of kinds, particularly between what is not and what 
is, saves the possibility of logos. This explains why logos in general (“logos 
itself” in 237b2, Text 1) should be examined first. 

Now let us turn to the ‘parricide’ passage (241d1—242a4, S2), which 
O’Brien regards as setting out a refutation of Parmenides, in contrast 


? O’Brien (2000), 86; for the self-contradiction part, see 82-86. 

% This may well imply that the way Plato himself discussed what is not, as corre- 
sponding to ignorance in Aepublic V 477a2—b3, 478c3-d10, was also naive. Scholars 
normally assume, as I pointed out in the first section, that Plato bases this argument 
on Parmenides’ philosophy. 
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to the preceding defense. There the Eleatic visitor declares that the 
main task of the inquirers is to prove against Parmenides that what 
is not somehow is, and that what is in a way is not (241d5-242a4). 
Although the possibility of combination between what is and what is 
not is raised here as the main issue, the subsequent argument (83) does 
not immediately set out to prove this combination. Instead, an adven- 
turous argument starts to examine what previous thinkers said about 
what is (242b6—243d8). Hence, the ‘parricide’ passage does not initiate 
a refutation of Parmenides, but rather clarifies what the inquirers are 
doing in the whole argument of the middle part, together with the 
other two pleas (241b4—242b5). 

The whole passage then does not constitute a ‘volte face’ on the part 
of the Eleatic visitor in relation to Parmenides. The cross-examination 
and refutation of Parmenides needs a full discussion of the middle part, 
both concerning what is not and what is. In this way, O’Brien’s contrast 
between positive and negative attitudes toward Parmenides misses the 
strategic structure of the argument as a whole. 


4. Interpretation: ‘what is not in isolation 


The initial difficulties concerning what is not are normally understood 
by interpreters to arise from the problematic concept “what in no way 
is” (tò undau® Ov), introduced at the beginning (237b7-8). O’Brien 
insists that this is one ‘kind’ of what is not, which has nothing to do 
with the other ‘kind’ of what is not (the one combinable with what is).?! 
Against this claim, I put forward the philosophical point that they are 
not separate ‘kinds’ or ‘senses’ of what is not”? but two ways, or direc- 
tions, of dealing with the same thing. 

First, Plato's strategy of joint illumination clearly indicates that what 
is not shares a difficulty with what is. If his project is to distinguish 
between two equivocal ‘kinds’ of what is not, there must be the same 


3! O’Brien (2000), 91, actually says that what in no way is is “swept aside as irrel- 
evant”; see also 74-76, 79. 

32 O’Brien (2000), 92-93, regards Plato to be defining what is not as “what is not 
in any way at all” (full-blown Parmenidean not-being) and as a new conception; for 
“kinds”, see 96-97. He also suggests that “the Stranger finds a meaning for ‘what is 
not’, where Parmenides had found none” (98). 
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equivocation in the case of what is. But, as Owen rightly argues against 
Cornford and others, we find no such distinction.? 

Concerning what is not, difficulties arise when no combination of what 
is not and what is is allowed. The phrase “what is not itself by itself” (tò 
uh Ov adtd kað’ adtó, 238c9), used as equivalent to “what in no way 
is” (237b7—8), signifies the total separation of what is not from everything 
else.” If what is not is completely separated from what is, anyone who 
speaks of it, whether the inquirers, Parmenides, or us, 1s inevitably 
subject to crucial self-contradiction. 

We cannot speak or think of what is not in total isolation. What is not 
already escapes this very statement: in saying that what is not in any way 
whatsoever cannot be spoken or thought, the unspeakablility of what 
is not is already expressed in logos. As philosophers, we must sincerely 
admit that this self-contradiction is a disaster. None of us, whether 
Parmenides, Plato, O’Brien or I, can state the unspeakability of it. The 
only thing that we can do is to show it by the awareness of our own 
constant failure to speak of it. 

On the other hand, this does not mean that when the inquirers find 
the proper combination between what is not and what is, all the issues 
concerning what is not will be cleared away. The impasse concerning 
what is not in isolation was not a pseudo-problem or an illusion; there 
remains a dark side of what is not, in relation to the main topic, namely 
the sophist: 


[Text 5: 253e8-254b2] 


EV: We will find out the philosopher now or later in a place like this if we 
search for him, although it 1s difficult to see him clearly, but the difficulty 
in the case of the sophist is different from the difficulty in this case. 


Tht: How? 


55 Owen (1971) criticises the traditional reading proposed by, for example, Cornford, 
namely that Plato distinguishes between existence and copula, or between complete 
and incomplete uses of the verb ‘to be’. His argument is supported by the syntactical 
study of Brown (1986). 

% The phrase “ko@” obt6” appears later in the separationist’s claim, along with 
“apart” (yopig 252c3—4). This phrase basically signifies separation and independence. 
For example, when death is defined as the separation (xwpiou6ç) of the soul from the 
body, it is said that the body comes to be separated itself by itself (adtd kað’ œdto) 
apart from the soul, and that the soul is separated itself by itself (wbthv kað’ oot) 
apart from the body (Phaedo 64c4-8). 
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EV: The sophist escapes into the darkness of what is not, feeling his way 
in it by knack, and it 1s because of the darkness of the place that he is 
hard to see. 


Tht: It seems so. 


EV: The philosopher, on the other hand, always clings, through reasoning, 
to the kind of what is, and this time again he is not easy to see because 
of the brightness of the space. For the eyes of many people’s souls are 
unable to endure to look at what is divine. 


Tht: That is as reasonable as the last one. 


What is not and what is are described here in the digression on the 
philosopher and dialectic, not as two kinds to be combined, but as 
occupying opposite places without any communication between them. 
I take these to point to the directions of what is and what is not in com- 
plete isolation, each of which is beyond any logos; what in no way is is 
as totally unspeakable as what is, if separated from any other kind. On 
the other hand, what is and what is not, as treated in the main inquiry 
in the dialogue as the pair of principles of proper combination and 
separation between kinds, jointly make logos possible. For logos is the 
interweaving of the kinds (ovunAoKh tv eid@v, 259e5-6). 

Finally, let us see how the inquiry avoids the difficulty concerning 
what is not. Just after the Eleatic visitor fixes the nature of what is not 
(258d5-e3), he announces: 


[Text 6: 258e6-259a1] 


EV: Then, do not let someone say that we dare to say what is not 1s, by 
declaring that what is not is something contrary (tobvavtiov) to what is. For 
we have already said good-bye to something contrary to what is, whether 
it is or not, and whether it has logos or even is completely unspeakable 
(&Aoyov). 


The comment that “we have already said good-bye" is sometimes 
regarded as a back-reference to the initial difficulty concerning “what 
in no way is” in 237b7f£* While the argument of the initial difficulties 
constitutes a part of the reference, it is not until the combination of what 
is not with what is is fully demonstrated that something contrary (évavtiov) 
to what is is clearly rejected. So much is suggested at 257b3-c4 before 
being finalized in Text 6. 


8° Cf. Cornford (1935), 295, n. 1, and O’Brien (2000), 91. 
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Here, it is incorrect to say that one ‘kind’ of what is not was already 
rejected, while the other ‘kind’ is now secured. At least, Plato never 
states that there are two ‘kinds’ (etôn, yévn) of what is not (cf. 257b3—5 
and 258d5-259a1). 

On the other hand, we notice that the argument concerning what is 
not may not be conclusive but leaves something open. The last conces- 
sive clause of ‘Text 6, “whether it is or not, and whether it has logos or 
even is completely unspeakable” (25921), may be an indication of the 
inconclusiveness of the issue.?? 

Following Text 6, the Eleatic visitor suggests that an opponent should 
refute their argument (Aóyog), or otherwise accept it (259a2-d8). The 
inquirers have argued for the possibility of Jogos itself; therefore, unless 
anyone fights against this /ogos without using any logos, he must accept 
the inquirers’ /ogos. But this may still leave the possibility that someone 
can stick to the complete impossibility of saying what is not. In this 
sense, the issue is not conclusive, whereas the Eleatic visitor has given 
a conclusive logos. 

The inquiry successfully saves logos, and advances it in between 
the two difficulties of unspeakability Yet those twin monsters are not 
eliminated, since the extreme direction of the unspeakable “what 1s not 
in total isolation” may well be “the darkness of the place”, implied in 
Text 5 (254a4—6). This is the issue to which the sophist resorts.” Plato 
deliberately leaves open the question about the bang of what in no way 
is, or speaking of its unspeakability. For he is well aware that he cannot 
state this. Plato sees what Parmenides fails to pursue in logos. 


5. Conclusion: challenging Parmenides 


By examining the crucial text of 236d9-237b6 (Text 1) in detail, I have 
shown that O’Brien’s reading lacks textual support: it is not the logos 
of the enemy of Parmenides, as O'Brien insists, but logos in general 
that is focused in the argument concerning what is not. This apparently 


3 This openness remains, even if “À xoi" in the last disjunction suggests, as O'Brien 
(2000), 91, n. 276, assumes, a preference for the second alternative. Yet see Denniston 
(1959), 306. 

? But this person is no longer a sophist, since the sophist is above all a manipula- 
tor of logoi. 
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subtle philological disagreement reveals the crucial difference between 
O’Brien’s views on Plato's relation to Parmenides and my own. 

O’Brien interprets Plato as distinguishing two ‘senses’ or ‘kinds’ of 
what is not, namely absolute non-being and relative non-being. According 
to him, Plato supports Parmenides’ rejection of what is not as the for- 
mer kind, and refutes his prohibition of what is not as the latter kind. 
O’Brien tries to read this contrast between positive and negative atti- 
tudes in the two sections of the dialogue, the first concerning what ts 
not (237b2—238c11), and the second starting later (241d5ff). However, 
this reading violates Plato’s basic strategy of joint illumination of what 
is and what is not. Pace O’Brien, Plato examines and refutes Parmenides’ 
thought throughout the middle part of the dialogue, in relation not only 
to what is not, but also to what is, since the two make a pair. 

In so doing, Plato does not eliminate the fundamental and serious 
difficulty concerning what is not, which Parmenides severely faces, but 
he himself faces it as seriously as his great predecessor. Nevertheless, 
Parmenides should be cross-examined and refuted because his treat- 
ment of what is not and what is in stark isolation from each other makes 
logos impossible. 

Now the crucial difference between O'Brien's reading and mine 
emerges clearly. In my view, Plato struggles with the issue of what is not, 
just as Parmenides does, not by introducing a new distinction between 
two kinds, of which the historical Parmenides was indeed innocent. 
Plato challenges Parmenides in a much broader way on the ground that 
his thesis results in the impossibility of philosophical /ogos or dialectic. 
He squarely confronts the difficult problem which Parmenides had 
addressed. ‘This enabled him to save the possibility of /ogos in the most 
fundamental way, that is, by showing the proper combination between 
what is and what is not. Thus, the severe challenge to Parmenides gives 
birth to philosophy and dialectic as an inquiry in and through logos. 

Such is the respect that Plato shows to Parmenides as a great phi- 
losopher that he challenges him seriously and thereby paves the way 
for the solution of a fundamental problem. 

In the Parmenides, Plato has Parmenides say, as soon as he has refuted 
Socrates’ way of positing the forms, that, if one fails to admit the 
forms as beings, “the power of holding dialogue” (thv tod diaAeyeo8ar 
ddvautv) will be destroyed completely. For the sake of philosophy, Par- 
menides encourages Socrate to practice logos (135b5-d4). 

Furthermore, Socrates, in the introductory conversation with the 
Eleatic visitor in the Sophist, remembers that he once had a dialogue 
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with the senior Parmenides who, through short questions, provided 
“wonderful arguments" (Adyoug raykähovs, 217c4—6, C2). 

How finally are we to situate the figure of Parmenides in the works 
of Plato as a whole? Plato discusses Parmenides mainly in the Parmenides, 
the 7 heaetetus and the Sophist. These dialogues from his later work pursue 
the common project of securing the fundamental possibility of logos in 
philosophy. The Parmenides critically examines the status of forms and 
demonstrates dialectical practice in logos. The Theaetetus argues against 
the flux theory (the counterpart of Eleatic philosophy), which makes 
logos and knowledge impossible. The Sophist comes as the culmination 
and conclusion of Plato's challenge to Parmenides, as establishing 
logos for doing philosophy. This may explain why Plato conjures up 
Parmenides in the Sophist, both historically with reference to his poem 
and intertextually in relation to the other dialogues. Thus, Parmenides' 
importance for Plato cannot and should not be underestimated, for he 
provides the strongest stimulus and yet the greatest challenge for Plato 
to do philosophy in the most practical and fundamental way. 
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DIALECTIC BY NEGATION IN THREE LATE DIALOGUES 


Kenneth M. Sayre 
(University of Notre Dame) 


1. While little is beyond dispute in Platonic commentary, it seems clear 
that there are three distinct methods of dialectical inquiry to be found 
in the middle and late dialogues. One is the method of hypothesis 
featured in the final arguments of the Phaedo and implicated in the 
Divided Line of the Republic. Another is the method of collection and 
division, introduced in the Phaedrus and employed extensively in the 
Sophist before collection is phased out in the course of the Statesman. And 
third 1s the method introduced by Parmenides in his namesake dialogue 
and meticulously illustrated in the ensuing arguments on Unity.’ I shall 
refer to this latter as “Parmenides’ method.” 

No less evident, in my view, is that both the method of hypothesis and 
the method of collection and division undergo considerable refinement 
in their successive appearances. The dialectical use of hypotheses 1s 
tentatively proposed in the Meno, is advanced as a means for discover- 
ing the truth in the Phaedo, and is further articulated as a method for 
reaching the Forms in the Republic. Without further fanfare, it is then 
applied as a framework for shaping the remarkably productive conver- 
sation between Socrates and his interlocutors in the Theaetetus.? Given 
the seminal influence of this method in the development of scientific 
thought, it is not surprising that the method itself went through several 
stages of development in Plato’s own thinking. 

The method of collection and division, in turn, is introduced and 
applied with modest results in the Phaedrus, finds extensive application 


! While any of these three methods might be accompanied by elenchus in a par- 
ticular rhetorical setting, it should be noted that Socratic refutation by itself is not a 
dialectical method. 

2 The relation between the method of hypothesis and the dialectical structure 
of the Theaetetus is discussed in the Appendix of K. Sayre, Plato’s Literary Garden: 
How to Read a Platonic Dialogue (University of Notre Dame Press, 1995), section 5. 
The fact that the Theaetetus ends without a satisfactory definition of knowledge does not 
keep it from being one of the most influential works on epistemology ever written. 
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in the Sophist where it is identified as the basis for philosophic knowl- 
edge, and then is quietly revised in the Statesman by replacing collection 
with the use of paradigms. Another version (without paradigms) shows 
up in the Philebus, where it is integrated into a Pythagorean ontol- 
ogy, proclaimed a “gift of the gods,” and employed in formulating a 
mixture of superlative properties said there to constitute the highest 
human good. Once again, it stands to reason that a method with such 
distinguished credentials should have required several dialogues for its 
development. 

But what are we to say in this regard about Parmenides’ method? 
Unlike the other two, the dialectical procedure employed by Parmenides 
is confined to a single dialogue. On initial consideration, at least, it 
appears that we lack evidence for earlier versions in Plato’s thought.* 
While the dialectical approach in question is said (at Parmenides 135D) 
to be essential for achieving the truth, and while it produces some of 
the most substantial results in the entire Platonic corpus,’ we encounter 
it here in full-blown form with no indication of prior development. Or 
so at least it appears. 

The purpose of the present paper is to dispel this appearance. Par- 
menides’ method is distinguished from the other two primarily by its 
use of negative hypotheses. As we shall see, there are sections of both 
the Sophist and the Statesman where negation figures in the explication 
of important topics. While these passages are familiar in their own 
right, I am not aware of any previous attempt to connect them with 
the distinctive method of the Parmenides. If the attempt of the present 
paper is successful, we will have reason to believe that Parmenides’ 
method was anticipated in dialectical manceuvers employed (appropri- 
ately enough) by the Eleatic Stranger. Let us begin by reviewing the 
method in question. 


2. In the first part of the dialogue, Parmenides points out a series of 
crucial flaws in the conception of Forms advocated by the youthful 
Socrates. He goes on to attribute these faults to Socrates’ philosophic 


* This is argued in K. Sayre, Plato's Late Ontology: A Riddle Resolved (Princeton Uni- 
versity Press, 1983), Chapter Three. 

* Although one part of the procedure is said at 135D8 to trace back to Zeno, there 
is no reason to think that the method overall is not due to Plato himself. 

? This claim is supported in K. Sayre, Parmenides? Lesson: Translation and Explication of 
Plato’s Parmenides (University of Notre Dame Press, 1996). 
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immaturity, and recommends an exercise by which such shortcomings 
can be overcome. In bare essentials, the exercise consists of tracing out 
the consequences both of the assumption that the subject of inquiry 
(e.g., Unity) exists and of the assumption that it does not exist. For pres- 
ent purposes, the assumption that a thing does not exist (which we will 
call the “negative hypothesis") is logically equivalent to the negation of 
the assumption of its existence. 

The first stage of Parmenides! method is identical to the initial phase 
of the method of hypothesis. By drawing out the consequences of a 
given hypothesis (in Parmenides! case, that Unity exists), both methods 
specify conditions necessary for the truth of that hypothesis. (The truth 
of an hypothesis requires that its consequences be true as well.) Having 
established that the hypothesis (having true consequences) 1s a candidate 
for truth, the dialectician in either case moves on to examine conditions 
sufficient to render the hypothesis true. 

What distinguishes Parmenides! method from the method of hypoth- 
esis is its manner of arriving at sufficient conditions. The method of 
hypothesis proceeds by generalization, seeking a higher-level hypothesis 
(GvoOev in the Phaedo, &pyiiv &vvunóOetov in the Republic) that includes 
the initial hypothesis among its consequences. Parmenides’ method, on 
the other hand, arrives at sufficient conditions by negating the conse- 
quences of the negative hypothesis (in this case, that Unity does not 
exist). If -H entails C, that is to say, then the truth of —C is sufficient 
for the truth of H. 

Parmenides’ way of arriving at sufficient conditions has substantial 
advantages over that of the method of hypothesis. In the context of 
both the Phaedo and the Republic, at any rate, Socrates’ description of 
the move toward higher-level hypotheses is sketchy and uninformative. 
Neither dialogue provides more than a general idea of what the dialecti- 
cian should be looking for, or of how the search should be conducted. 
In employing Parmenides’ method, by contrast, the dialectician simply 
draws consequences (c,, c,, c) from the negative hypothesis and then 
negates those consequences in conjunction (-(c, ^ c, ^ c,).. There is 
nothing more puzzling in establishing sufficient conditions than in arriv- 
ing at conditions necessary for an hypothesis! truth. 

Parmenides! method has similar advantages over the method of 
collection and division. As employed in the Sophist, collection estab- 
lishes necessary conditions by singling out common properties in a set 
of typical instances. In arriving at production as a necessary feature of 
sophistry, for instance, the Stranger first isolates typical branches of 
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sophistry (involving various forms of acquisition) and then observes 
that all engage in the production of images. This procedure requires 
being able to identify instances of sophistry before sophistry itself has 
been defined—a type of circularity which Plato explores in the Meno.° 
Much more straightforward is Parmenides’ way of establishing neces- 
sary conditions in a form embodying logical consequences. 

The role of division in the former method is to establish conditions 
that collectively are sufficient to identify the thing being defined, which 
amounts to the articulation of features possessed uniquely by the thing 
in question. While dialectical skill is required for this procedure, there 
is little ambiguity in the goal it is supposed to accomplish. Equally 
perspicuous is Parmenides’ technique of identifying sufficient conditions 
by logical inference. Parmenides’ method is superior to collection and 
division in dealing with necessary conditions, and no less effective as 
far as sufficient conditions are concerned. 

On balance, Parmenides method is superior to the method of 
hypothesis in dealing with sufficient conditions, superior to collection 
in handling necessary conditions, and inferior in neither respect to the 
other two methods. In the field of three, Parmenides’ method appears 
to be the most highly developed. This makes it all the more unlikely 
that it should emerge full-blown in the context of a single dialogue 
without preliminary versions playing some role in other contexts. I 
shall argue that preliminary versions can be found in both the Sophist 
and the Statesman. 


3. At Sophist 237A (also 258D), Plato has the Eleatic Stranger quote 
the historical Parmenides as saying that what is not does not exist and 
that one should not attempt to inquire into it. This quotation follows 
the observation that sophists deal in deceptive appearances, which is 
to say appearances of what is not. Further inquiry into the nature of 
sophistry, accordingly, requires speaking of what is not as something 
that is (the product of sophistry), which is expressly forbidden by Par- 
menides’ dictum. For their investigation to continue, Theaetetus and 
the Stranger must come up with an intelligible sense in which what is 
not can be said to exist. A major part of the subsequent dialogue 1s 
given over to an explication of the nature (061v) of what is not (tò uñ 
öv: 258B9-10). 


5 The so-called *Learner's Paradox” is discussed in Chapter 2, section 3, of Plato’s 
Literary Garden. 
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The dialogue overall is addressed to the task of providing a clear 
account of what the sophist is (tt mot’ gott: 218C1). This task is 
approached through the method of collection and division, after a 
full-scale trial run in defining the skill of angling. By the time the dia- 
logue is finished, the method of collection and division has produced 
successful definitions not only of angling and of sophistry, but of the 
“noble” branch of sophistry (Socratic elenchus) as well. The Sophist is 
a showcase of this particular method. 

When the Stranger turns to the auxiliary task of defining tò un ov, 
however, he enlists what appears to be an entirely different method. 
This other method is never described as such, is never given a name, 
and is never tested out in a trial definition. The only guideline explicitly 
laid down for this venture is that tò un dv takes on meaning, not with 
respect to something contrary (évavriov tv 257B3—4) to the existent, but 
with reference only to something different (£tepov: 257B4) from it. 

As readers of the Sophist may recall, Difference is one of five “very 
important” Forms (254C2-3) or Kinds (254D4) used by the Stranger to 
illustrate how some Forms combine while others are mutually exclusive. 
For example, all Forms blend with Existence and Sameness, inasmuch 
as every Form exists and is the same as itself. All Forms blend with 
Difference as well; while any Form is the same as itself, it also is dif 
ferent from everything else. Rest and Motion, on the other hand, are 
mutually exclusive, inasmuch as Rest is never in motion and Motion 
never rests. As the Stranger points out at 253C-E, dialectical knowl- 
edge consists in being able to discern how Forms either agree or fail 
to combine with each other. 

Given that any given Form is different from everything else, there 
is an indefinite number (&népavta... tov &piOuóv: 257A6) of things it 
is not. At the same time, there is also a multiplicity (rod: 256E6) of 
things that it is (e.g, Courage is a form of Virtue). It follows that what 
is not in the case of a given Form is not the totality of different things, 
but only a subset thereof. The explication of what a given Form is not 
requires isolating the relevant subset of different things. 

As it turns out, tò ph Ov in general consists of the totality of what 
is not in the case of each and every Form taken separately (258A-B). 
Explication of to un dv, accordingly, requires isolating the part of 
Difference that accounts for what is not in the case of this or that 
specific Form. The burden of the Stranger's analysis of tò uħ dv is 
to identify the relevant subset of things falling under Difference as a 
general Kind. 
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Among things different from a given Form are things related to it by 
contrariety. This is the relationship the Stranger says explicitly should 
be eliminated in the attempt to pin down the nature of tò un dv. In 
his own words what is not is “not something contrary to what exists” 
(ook Evavtiov 11...100 Svtog at 257B3-4; see also 258B2-3 and 
258E6), but involves one of the “many other ways in which things are 
not" (noAAayi 8’ od« £otw: 259B6). What does contrariety amount 
to in this particular context, and why is it unhelpful in explicating tò 
un ov? 

Examples of contrariety are found throughout the dialogues. These 
include dry and wet (Lysis 215E), hot and cold (Phaedo 103C), older 
and younger (Parmenides 155A), and length and brevity (Statesman 2830), 
along with many others. Of particular interest in this regard 1s Protagoras 
332C, where Socrates concludes a list of contraries with the observa- 
tion that for everything that admits a contrary (he mentions high) there 
is one contrary only (low). The point is that contrariety is a two-term 
relation, and hence is not exhaustive. Since pitches might be equal to 
each other as well as relatively high or low, the opposition between high 
and low does not exhaust all available alternatives. 

The examples of contrariety alluded to at Sophist 257B makes this 
point explicitly. In explicating the meaning of what is not, the Stranger 
says in effect, we want to look beyond the contraries of large and small. 
When we call something not-tall, for example, we might be saying 
either that it is equal to or is short in comparison with another thing. 
As far as comparison in size 1s concerned, large, equal, and small cover 
all available alternatives. It is this latter relation, the Stranger goes on 
to say, that illustrates the form of difference needed for a definition 
of what is not. Put otherwise, what is needed is a relation of exhaustive 
exclusion. 

More information about the nature of the desired relationship comes 
when the Stranger starts talking about what is and what is not in the 
case of the Beautiful. The not-Beautiful, he says, not only is different 
from the nature (pvboews: 257D11) of the Beautiful, but also is set 
against (&vtiteBév: 257E3) the Beautiful as something that exists itself. 
The term &vtittOnut here carries the sense of intrinsic opposition, 
and is used repeatedly in this sense throughout the passage (257D7, 
E6, 258B1). The relation between the Beautiful and the not-Beautiful 
is one of natural incompatibility, stronger than the relation of mere 
contrariety. 
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Contrariety is a relation of non-exhaustive opposition. The form of 
difference needed for the Stranger’s purposes is a relation approaching 
logical contradiction. Indeed, the contrast between these two relations 
is similar (not identical) to that between contrariety and contradiction 
in the traditional square of opposition.’ Two propositions formalized 
as ‘All S is P" and ‘No S is P’ are contraries in that both could be 
false but not both true. Similarly, in comparing two things x and y 
with respect to size, it might be false both that x is larger and that x 
is smaller (they might be equal), but x could not be both larger and 
smaller simultaneously. By contrast, two propositions ‘All S is P" and 
‘Some S is not P’ are contradictory, which means that if one is true 
the other is false, and vice versa. The Beautiful and the not-Beautiful 
are related in similar fashion. ‘Things qualified in a certain way with 
respect to beauty fall under one of those two Forms, but cannot fall 
under both simultaneously. 

An important departure from simple contradiction of the type of 
Difference used to explicate tò un dv, however, is that the latter rela- 
tion might hold among multiple terms. This becomes evident when 
we consider the two statements chosen subsequently by the Stranger 
to illustrate truth and falsehood in discourse. “Theaetetus sits’ is true 
because it says of things that are (Sitting and what comes with it) that they 
are with respect to Theaetetus.? And “Theaetetus flies’ is false because it 
says things about Theaetetus (Flying, which is part of not-Sitting) diferent 
from things that are (Sitting) in that regard. Inasmuch as the explication 
of tò pi óv was undertaken for the express purpose of making sense 
of false discourse (the business of the sophist), it is germane to look 
carefully at what is not in the case of Sitting and Flying. 

Not-Sitting is a Form exhaustively opposed to Sitting. A straight- 
forward way of identifying (what we will call the “negative Form”) 
not-Sitting is to specify Forms that cannot apply simultaneously with 
Sitting. One such Form is Flying. If Theaetetus is sitting, he cannot 
be flying (in the manner of Icarus; disregard flying in the seat of an 


7 In De Interpretatione 17b, Aristotle uses the term évavttog in reference to contrary 
statements, suggesting that the relation rejected by the Stranger as unsuitable in explicat- 
ing tO ph óv may be something like formal contrariety. In the same context, he terms 
opposition by contradiction é&vtigatiKds, a term not used by Plato. 

* An analysis of the Stranger's account of truth and falsehood at 263B-D is put 
forward in Platos Late Ontology, pp. 234—238. 
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airplane). But the relation of exclusion between Sitting and Flying is 
not exhaustive. In point of fact, Theaetetus might be neither sitting 
nor flying, but might be running, or jumping, or swimming instead. 
Running, Jumping, and Swimming are also opposed to Sitting, in that 
sitang precludes these other activities as well. 

The list of things precluded by sitting may be lengthy (add walking, 
wrestling, climbing, lying down, etc.), but it is not indefinite. Indeed, 
sitting is compatible with a vast majority of human activities (thinking, 
talking, sleeping, eating, washing, along with indefinitely many more). 
To continue with the illustration, let us assume that all activities ruled 
out by sitting have been itemized on a definitive list. All activities on 
the list are opposed to sitting; and since the list is complete, the opposi- 
tion is exhaustive. 

Transposing into the language of Forms, we may say that Sitting is 
exhaustively opposed to the set of Forms including Running, Jump- 
ing, Climbing, and all others specified on the definitive list. Given the 
completeness of this set, for Theaetetus not to be sitting is for him to 
be engaged in an activity corresponding to some one of these other 
Forms. In some relevant sense of entailment, the negative Form not- 
Sitting entails all these other Forms taken in alternation.’ A necessary 
condition for the instantiation of not-Sitting in a particular regard is 
the instantiation of one of these other Forms instead (e.g., l'heaetetus 
might be running instead of sitting). 

Sufficient conditions can be arrived at in a similar manner. As already 
observed, if T heaetetus is sitting it follows as a matter of course that he 
is not flying, not running, not jumping, and so forth. Given the assump- 
tion of a definitive list of activities exhaustively opposed to sitting, we 
may generalize by saying that sitting rules out all activities on this list 
conjointly. Against rephrasing in the language of Forms, we may say 
that Sitting entails the conjoined negations (non-instantiations) of all 
Forms exhaustively opposed to Sitting as a set. This is the same as its 
entailing the collective negation of the disjunction of all the members 
of that set.!° 


? Put symbolically, with X a given Form, -X its negative counterpart, and (A, B, 
C,...N) the complete set of Forms in exhaustive opposition to X, 
(1) -X>(A v B v C v...N). 
10 Put symbolically, with —A the negative counterpart of A, and so forth as in the 
previous note, 
(2) X=(-A ^ -B ^ -C A...-N). 
By DeMorgan’s Law, this is equivalent to 
(3) XO -A v B v C v...N). 
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Furthermore, if Sitting entails the negation of those other Forms in 
alternation, then (by transposition) the set of opposed Forms taken in 
alternation entails the negative counterpart of Sitting.'! Since something 
is sufficient for whatever it entails, this means that the instantiation of 
any one of those other Forms is sufficient to preclude the instantiation 
of Sitting. In effect, it means that the instantiation of one of those other 
Forms is sufficient for the instantiation of not-Sitüng. 

Putting these observations together, we see that the alternation of all 
Forms in exhaustive opposition to Sitting provides both necessary and 
sufficient conditions for what Sitting is not—1i.e., for not-Sitting." 

This constitutes a definition of not-Sitting: by nature, not-Sitting 
is the complete set of Forms exhaustively opposed to Sitting taken in 
alternation. Similar definitions can be given of not-F lying, not-Beauti- 
ful, and so forth. 

The culminating move of the Stranger in this section is to identify 
tO um Ov with the totality of negative Forms. As he remarks to The- 
aetetus, they have shown that the nature of the Different exists and 
that it is parceled out over all existing things (all Forms) with reference 
to one another (258D). What comprises tò uh ðv, in short, is each and 
every part of the Different set in opposition (&vtitBépevov: 258E2) to 
what exists. 


4. For many readers of the Sophist, this definition of what is not is prob- 
ably its philosophically most interesting result. Unlike other definitions 
in the dialogue (of the angler, the sophist of noble lmeage, and the 
authentic sophist)), however, this definition is not achieved by use of 
collection and division. Division appears to be ruled out by the fact that 
it typically begins with a character (e.g., art in the case of the angler) 
more comprehensive than what is to be defined (angling), along with 
the fact that what is not (being coextensive with what is) turns out to be 
maximally comprehensive. Be this as it may, Plato chose a different 
method for defining what is not in the Sophust. And this method bears 
a strong resemblance to the method employed in the second part of 
the Parmenides. 


!! Transposition is authorized by the logical equivalence: (P>Q) & (-Q- -P). 
Thus (given (3)): 
(4) (A v B v C v... Nj2O -X 
? Combining (1) and (4, we arrive at: 
(5 Xo (Av BvCv...N) 
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As laid out above, the method of the Parmenides arrives at neces- 
sary conditions by deducing consequences from the hypothesis under 
examination. In similar fashion, the Eleatic Stranger arrives at necessary 
conditions for what is not by tracing out the consequences of its being 
the case in relevant circumstances. Necessary conditions of not-Flying 
applying in the case of Theaetetus, for instance, are that he is either 
sitting, or running, or standing, and so forth. 

Parmenides’ method arrives at sufficient conditions, in turn, by deduc- 
ing consequences from the negation of the hypothesis being examined. 
The denial of these consequences then leads (by transposition) to condi- 
tions that entail the hypothesis in question. In like manner, the Eleatic 
Stranger identifies sufficient conditions for what 1s not by tracing out 
consequences of something’s being the case (e.g., Theaetetus flying), 
which shows (again by transposition) that what is not in this regard fol- 
lows necessarily from these consequences not being realized. In both 
methods, sufficient conditions are specified by drawing consequences 
implied by the negation of the thing being examined and then trans- 
posing the implication. 

One difference between the two procedures, of course, is that Par- 
menides begins with an affirmative hypothesis, and then posits its 
negation by way of arnving at sufficient conditions. By contrast, the 
Eleaüc Stranger begins with a negative Form and arrives at sufficient 
conditions by inference from its positive counterpart (the “negative- 
negative" Form). Another difference is that the instantiation of a Form 
(e.g., Sitting or not-Sitting) is not a propositional entity, and hence does 
not have consequences that can be extracted by straightforward logical 
inference. Neither of these differences, however, overrides the basic 
similarity in dialectical approach. 

The most distinctive difference between the two procedures, it seems 
to me, is that Parmenides is quite explicit in describing his method before 
he begins to apply it, whereas the Eleatic Stranger provides very little 
commentary on the method he uses to define what is not. Readers who 
have worked carefully with the Sophist will realize that the account here 
being offered of the Stranger's definition rests on texts which are subject 
to various interpretations." If Plato had been more forthcoming on the 


5 Other interpretations are discussed in Appendix A of Platos Late Ontology; esp. 
n. 52, pp. 308-309. For earlier (and different) accounts by the present author, see the 
Bibliography of that book. 


DIALECTIC BY NEGATION IN THREE LATE DIALOGUES 199 


method behind the Stranger's definition, differences in interpretation 
presumably would be less frequent. 

In view of the likelihood that the present reading will not go unchal- 
lenged, I suggest that the parallels indicated above between the two 
methods provide support for the textual interpretation on which this 
reading is based. In crafüng the Stranger's treatment of what is not, Plato 
was obviously aware of the dialectical leverage to be gained by draw- 
ing consequences from the denial of what one wishes to establish. As 
already pointed out, the basic tactic behind the approach to sufficient 
conditions in this dialogue traces back to Zeno (see Parmenides 135D), 
specifically to his technique of so-called “reductio ad absurdum." My 
guess Is that Plato was working on his own version of this technique 
while writing the Sophist. Further refinements, at any rate, are made in 
the Statesman, before the technique emerges full-blown in the second 
part of the Parmenides. 


5. At several points between Sophist 257B and 259A, the Stranger insists 
that what is not is not contrary (€vavtiog) to what is, but only different 
from it. The sole help he provides in understanding why this is so comes 
with the suggestion that the relation between what is and what is not is 
not like the (non-exhaustive) opposition between large and small, but 
rather like the (exhaustive) opposition between large, small, and equal. 
While exhaustive exclusivity is required for the explication of what is 
not, as we have seen, there is no discussion of why contrariety would 
not serve as well. This is one of the least satisfactory aspects of the 
treatment of what is not in the Sophist. The unavailability of contrariety 
for this purpose is clarified appreciably when the Stranger turns to 
related matters in the Statesman. 

Connection with the topics of what is not is established at Statesman 
284B. The passage in question comes in the middle of a discussion 
of Excess and Deficiency as it pertains to measurement, which discus- 
sion itself falls within the middle of the dialogue overall. As we learn 


^ This passage is the subject of my article “Excess and Deficiency at Statesman 
283C—285C,” originally in the online Journal of the International Plato Society, Vol. 5, 
and republished in Plato’s Late Ontology, Parmenides Press, 2005. The capitalization of 
‘Excess and Deficiency’ is explained in this article. The general idea is that Excess and 
Deficiency is a version of Plato’s Great and Small, or Indefinite Dyad, and that its name 
merits capitalization like those of other ontological principles (including Forms). 
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from Aristotle,” Excess and Deficiency is Plato's general principle of 
contrariety. 

The burden of the Stranger's advice in this central passage is the 
following. In order to pursue the definition of sophistry to its end in 
the Sophist, he and Theaetetus had to establish the existence of what 
is not. Similarly, for purposes of the present discussion, he and Young 
Socrates must establish that contraries like more and fewer (and other 
specific forms of Excess and Deficiency) can be measured not only 
with respect to each other but also with respect to the inception of 
due measure (xpóg thv Tod uetptou yéveow: 284C1). 

By the Stranger's account, what hangs upon their being able to 
establish the latter is momentous indeed. First mentioned (at 283E) 
is the distinction between bad and good in human affairs. Generally 
speaking, whatever exceeds or falls short of due measure counts as 
bad, with the implication that good consists in actions in which due 
measure is realized. 

The stakes are increased with the observation (at 284A) that all the 
arts are concerned with preserving due measure. If contraries were mea- 
surable only with respect to themselves (measurement of the first sort), 
all products of art would be obliterated, as would the arts themselves. 
It is by adhering to appropriate measure (measurement of the second 
sort), the Stranger remarks, that everything good and fair is produced 
(návta åyaðà Kai koc årepyåtovtor: 284B2). 

The issue is brought closer to home with the observation (284A) that 
statesmanship and weaving specifically are among the arts in question. 
Statesmanship, of course, is the subject of their continuing investiga- 
tion; and weaving has just been picked out (279B) as a paradigm to aid 
in the inquiry. Without measurement of the second kind, accordingly, 
the present inquiry would be pointless. This is why the existence of 
measurement according to fixed standards must be firmly established. 
The existence of the second kind of measurement is no less essential 
to the present inquiry than the existence of what is not was essential to 
the Stranger's earlier undertaking with Theaetetus. 

Of equal importance for the inquiry underway, moreover, is the fact 
that dialectic itself 1s an art, and thus itself dependent on the second 
kind of measurement. Just as weaving 1s guided by standards dictating 


15 Physics 187a16—20; see also Physics 189b 10—13. The relevance of these passages to 
Plato’s Great and Small is discussed in the on-line article previously mentioned. 
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the correct combination (ed8vrhokia: 283A5) of warp and woof, and 
just as statesmanship 1s guided by norms governing the most correct 
intermingling (ocvvvgatvovoay 6pB6tata: 305E4) of courageous and 
moderate elements in the state, so dialectic is guided by fixed relations 
among Forms that determine how kinds should be brought together in 
dialectical inquiry. In the Sophist, dialectical knowledge is described as 
the ability to make evident correctly (tov dpO@c... detCewv: 253B1 1-12) 
which kinds combine and which do not. This understanding of dia- 
lectical knowledge carries over to the Statesman. When it is disclosed 
to Young Socrates that the main purpose of his discussion with the 
Stranger is to make the participants of the discussion better dialecti- 
cians (285D), we can see that this boils down to making the participants 
more adept in discerning fixed relations (combinations and exclusions) 
among Forms. 

The most comprehensive statement of the distinction between the two 
kinds of measurement occurs at 284E, and is worth quoting verbatim. 
As one part of measurement, the Stranger says, 


We lay down all those skills measuring number, length, depth, breadth, 
and speed according to contraries (npóg todvavtiov); as another, those 
measuring according to the mean, to the fitting, the timely, and the req- 
uisite (Tpdg TO HETPLOV koi TO TPÉTOV kai TOV kotpóv koi TO déov). 


The first kind of measurement deals with contraries like more and less 
numerous, longer and shorter, deeper and less deep, and so forth, in a 
manner comparing them with each other exclusively. The second makes 
comparisons according to due measure, according to what is fitting and 
what is timely, and according to what is requisite for given purposes. Put 
generally, the second kind of measurement applies fixed standards that 
are appropriate for the circumstances at hand. In the case of dialectic, 
the standards in question pertain to the way Forms are interrelated. 
The dialectician is someone able to discern these interrelations, and to 
formulate them in discourse portraying the nature of things. 

The Stranger’s observation that all arts owe their existence to the 
second kind of measurement is tantamount to saying that no art can 
be supported by comparisons of contraries with each other alone. ‘This 
has particular ramifications for the art of dialectic, and for the dialecti- 
cal task of explicating what is not in the Sophist specifically. The reason 
contrariety is set aside from the start is that it is a relation of insufficient 
determinacy to be of use in dialectical analysis. Comparison of things 
as contraries belongs to the first kind of measurement. But dialectical 
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art depends on the second kind of measurement, in which things are 
compared and contrasted with reference to determinate relationships. 
Exhaustive exclusion 1s such a relationship. 

As far as what is not is concerned specifically, the Stranger's explica- 
tion reveals that it stands in a determinate logical relationship to what 
exists. The negative Form not-Sitting is the disjunctive set of all Forms 
that cannot be instantiated simultaneously with Sitting. Not-Flying is the 
disjunctive set of all Forms similarly opposed to Flying; and so forth for 
the not-Beautiful, the not-Just, and all the rest. In upshot, what is not is 
the totality of negative Forms, related to what is by the fixed measure 
of exhaustive opposition. 

Moreover, since each negative Form is made up of things that exist, 
what is not 1s also constituted by things that exist. This is yet another 
reason why contrariety is not applicable in the explication of what ts 
not. Considered with respect to their existence alone, a thing that exists 
(e.g, not-Sitting) can not be contrary to another existent (unqualified 
Sitting). 


6. In explaining the second kind of measurement (the alternative to 
comparing contraries to each other exclusively), Statesman 283C—285C 
thus provides further commentary on the use of negation in the defi- 
nition of what is not. This suggests that Plato’s thoughts on the role 
of negation in dialectic had become more articulate during the time 
elapsed between writing the Sophist and writing this part of the States- 
man. But there is nothing in these passages to indicate that his actual 
use of this dialectical technique had undergone appreciable develop- 
ment. For evidence to this effect, we have to look at a later section of 
the dialogue. 

The section in question is 287B-305E, in which the Stranger works 
out the details of his final definition of statesmanship. This defini- 
tion differs from the final definition of sophistry in several notable 
respects. As expressly mandated at Sophist 264D10—E2, the definition 
of the authentic sophist involves dichotomous division (oxtGovteg Sxi) 
exclusively, and these divisions always proceed along the right-hand 
part (Seid... pépoc) of the series of divisions as it develops. The final 
definition of statesmanship deviates from these instructions in both 
respects. A careful look at the pattern of these deviations will show 
how negation figures in this final definition. 

At one level of generality, to be sure, the final definition of states- 
manship can be viewed as following the instructions laid down in the 
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Sophist. As a beginning, arts involved in civic affairs (as distinct from 
those pertaining to care of herds) are dichotomously divided into 
contributory causes (ovvaitiwv: 287B7) and causes (aitiwv: 287B7) 
that are directly responsible for what they produce. Persons with direct 
responsibility are then divided into servants (drnpétas: 290B5) and 
governors (&pxovtaç: 290B6), which in turn are divided into governors 
of imitative (ue ympevac: 293E4) and of genuine (yvnotag: 293E3) 
polities. The latter are finally divided into subordinate (drnpétiv: 
305C7) and kingly (Buoy: 305C7) governors. The cumulative 
result is a description of statesmanship as an art directly responsible 
for governance in a genuine polity to which all other governing arts 
are subordinate. Despite its generality, this description appears to yield 
an adequate definition, insofar as all and only statesmen possess that 
set of properties. 

Rather than settle for a definition of this perfunctory character, 
however, the Stranger spends almost 18 Stephanus pages in elabo- 
rating the various stages of the definition as it progresses.'^ Stage by 
stage, this elaboration takes the form of non-dichotomous subdivisions 
extended in the left-ward direction—1.e., subdivisions of the categories 
from which the statesman has been excluded. The effect 1s a definition 
of statesmanship given over in large part to a description of what the 
statesman is not. 

Before looking at details, let us consider the structure of the defini- 
tion overall. The following schematization should be helpful for that 
purpose. (See figure 1). 

One immediately apparent aspect of this schema is its asymmetry. All 
divisions along the right are dichotomous, following the pattern of the 
Sophist. Civic arts are divided initially into arts that merely contribute 
and arts directly responsible for a product, practitioners of the latter 
are divided into servants and governors, and so forth. Taken together, 
characteristics cited along the right add up to a set of conditions both 


16 [n its brevity, this unembellished account of statesmanship matches the truncated 
definition of weaving (at 283D) simply as the intertwining of warp and woof. As read- 
ers of the Statesman will recall, the Stranger raises the possibility of this notably brief 
definition being too short to motivate the examination of Excess and Deficiency at 
283C.—285C. At the end of this discussion, he arrives at the conclusion that the much 
longer definition of weaving (occupying roughly four Stephanus pages between 279C 
and 283A) indeed was warranted because it accords with the overarching purpose of 
making the discussants better dialecticians (6taAeKtik@tépovc: 287A3). Presumably the 
same goes for the more highly elaborate definition of statesmanship as well. 
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Figure 1. The final definition of statesmanship 
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necessary and sufficient for statesmanship, and thus appear to yield an 
adequate definition as noted above. 

At each stage of the progression, however, characteristics falling 
to the left are subjected to further subdivision, and this subdivision 
is always non-dichotomous. Not only that, but the Stranger seems to 
be particularly concerned to draw attention to the specific number of 
subdivisions involved. By his own count, there are exactly seven types 
of contributory causes and exactly six kinds of imitative polities. While 
specific numbers are not cited in the other two cases, his orderly exposi- 
tion makes it clear that exactly four kinds of servants and exactly three 
kinds of subordinate governors are also involved. 

The asymmetry between left and right is reinforced by the fact that 
by far the major part of the discussion going into the final definition 
(287B to 305E) is devoted to describing arts expressly distinguished from 
statesmanship itself. Most of the discussion, that is to say, is taken up 
by arts falling along the left-hand side of the schema. Before addressing 
the significance of this disproportionality, let us fill in the membership 
of the left-hand lists. 

First listed among contributory arts (after the reordering at 289A) are 
(1) arts providing raw materials. Next come arts focusing on non-living 
objects; namely those producing (2) tools, (3) vessels, and (4) vehicles 
for conveyance. Last come those producing (5) defenses, (6) recreations, 
and (7) nourishment, all concerned with the needs of human beings. 
The list is closed to further additions with the Stranger’s observation (at 
289B) that seemingly neglected arts, like coin-making and engraving, 
could be accommodated under one or another of the main seven. 

Turning to examine the various kinds of servants, the Stranger 
begins with (1) slaves, who are most subordinate, and moves on to (2) 
merchants, money-changers, and the like, who provide services to oth- 
ers voluntarily. Next come (3) skilled artisans like heralds and clerks 
who aid in the activities of government. Finally comes (4) soothsayers 
and priests, who alone within the servant classes might lay claim to 
the statesman's art. Looking over the list, we see that it 1s ordered by 
increasing pretension to the role of the governing rulers. 

Pretenders of another sort come under scrutiny when the Stranger 
turns to governors of imitative polities. A full dozen Stephanus pages 
are given over to this topic (291A—303D), providing perhaps the richest 
discussion of political issues in the entire dialogue. Our present concern 
is with the Stranger’s explicit listing of faulty political systems, set in 
contrast to a polity governed by a genuine statesman (302C). In order 
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of decreasing merit, he distinguishes (1) kingly monarchy (rule by one), 
(2) aristocracy (rule by a few), (3) lawful democracy (rule by many), and 
then (4) lawless democracy, (5) oligarchy, and (6) tyrannical monarchy. 
In reverse order, the list represents increasing approximation to the 
genuine polity set apart on the right of the schema. 

Within genuine polities, the statesman has yet to be distinguished from 
subordinates who assist in matters of governance. This is accomplished 
between Stephanus pages 303E and 305D. In order of discussion, the 
subordinate arts in question are those (1) of the rhetorician, (2) of the 
general, and (3) of the judge. The art of judgeship may be mentioned 
last because the judge, like the statesman, must have a grasp of objec- 
tive right and wrong. Be this as it may, the art of the judge is the last 
to be set aside before the statesman’s art is left standing alone. This 
completes the formal definition of statesmanship. 


7. In comparison with the pattern set in the Sophist, the sequence of 
divisions shown in Figure 1 is distinctive in three respects. There is 
an extensive array of divisions to the left, these divisions are all non- 
dichotomous, and the arts separated by these divisions are carefully 
itemized. The question remaining is what to make of these distinctive 
features. 

Both division to the left and non-dichotomous division appeared 
previously in the Phaedrus. In illustrating the sense in which division 
cuts things along their natural lines of cleavage (265E; the simile of 
sacrificial dismemberment is repeated at Statesman 287C), Socrates 
draws attention to his two previous speeches on love. In these speeches, 
madness is divided into hubris to the left and divine frenzy to the right. 
Hubris is further divided into gluttony, drunkenness, and lust, the latter 
of which Socrates labels the “left-hand love” (okouóv ... pata: 266A5), 
and divine frenzy is broken down into prophecy, mysticism, poetry, and 
love of the “right-hand” (deta: 266A6) sort. Here non-dichotomous 
division 1s applied in both directions. 

Non-dichotomous division to the left also makes an appearance in the 
mid-section of the Statesman. As part of the final definition of weaving, 
arts directly exercised in doing things are divided into the art of wool- 
working to the right and the art of the fuller to the left, which latter is 
further divided into the arts of (i) washing, of (i) mending, and of (ui) 
furbishing clothes (282A). When the Stranger informs Young Socrates 
at 287C of the need to divide things into more than two parts, he is 
not introducing a new technique. He rather is calling attention to one 
that had been practiced previously. 
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What is unique about the use of non-dichotomous division to the 
left in the final definition of statesmanship, however, is the studied 
itemization of all things separated from the thing to be defined. Of 
the three notable features of this definition pointed out above, this 
is the one that is most distinctive and most in need of explanation. 
The explanation I wish to propose connects this feature both with the 
technique of negation underlying the definition of what is not in the 
Sophist and the method of negation employed in the second part of 
the Parmenides. In all three cases, the subject of inquiry is illuminated 
with reference to what it is not. 

As an aid in tracing out these connections, let us boil Figure 1 down 
to its bare essentials. In the schema below, A, B, and C are features 
attributed to X (the thing being defined) along the line of division to 
the right, B<< and C<< features dichotomously opposed to B and C 
along the left, and sets of features a, b, c, d, and e, f, g are exhaustive 
subdivisions of B<< and C<< respectively. 


ene eene B 


we \ (X = df ABC) 


c f g 





Figure 2. Simplification of Figure 1 


Let it also be stipulated that possession of features A, B, and C is both 
necessary and sufficient for being X. This means that X can be defined 
as something that has this combination of features. Possession of A, B, 
and C distinguishes X from everything else. X is unique in its posses- 
sion of these specific features. 

As Figure 2 illustrates, however, X can also be uniquely distinguished 
with reference to what it 1s not. Give that A is dichotomously divided into 
B and B««, the fact that X is B precludes its having B<< as a property. 
In a manner of speaking, being X entails its being not-B««." Similarly, 


17 The term ‘entails’ (symbolized ‘—’) can be interpreted in terms of any system of 
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given the dichotomous division of B into C and C<<, the fact that X 
is C entails its not being C<<. And since being X entails not-being-B<< 
and not-being-C<<, it entails the conjunction not-B<< and not-C««. 

Still with reference to Figure 2, we note that not-being-B<< entails 
not-being-a, not-being-b, not-being-c, and not being-d, all in con- 
junction. Not-being C<< similarly entails not-being-e, not-being-f, and 
not-being-g. By what is sometimes called “hypothetical syllogism,” it 
follows that being X entails not being any one of a, b, c, d, e, f, or g.'? 

Next is an inference involving the assumption that the class of things 
initially posited (here A) can be broken down into a set of subclassifica- 
tions that are both mutually exclusive and exhaustive. In connection 
with Figure 2, this is the assumption that things with combined features 
A and B«« are exhausted by a, b, c, and d, that things with features A, 
B, and C<< are exhausted by e, f, and g, and that there is only one 
kind of thing (X) with features A, B, and C together. The combined 
upshot is that there are exactly eight specific kinds of things under A, 
such that not being a given one of them entails being one and only 
one of the others. A consequence is that not-being-X entails being 
one of the remaining seven. By transposition, it follows that being X 
is entailed by not being any one of a, b, e, d, e, f, or g.? 

The remaining step, with regard to Figure 2, is to combine the results 
of the two previous paragraphs. Since being X and not being any one 
of a, b, c, d, e, f, or g, entail each other, it is both necessary and suf- 
ficient for being X not to be any one of these other things." Being X 
is thus defined by an exhaustive specification of what it 1s not. 


formal logic that sanctions truth-functional inferences and that provides what might be 
called “definitional summary": (PQ) ^ (QP) = (P= Q). Since inferential relations 
exist between propositions, and not states of affairs, “X being Y (or not-Y)’ should be 
glossed ‘X is (or is not) Y". 
'8 The inference thus far is: 
(1) X(-B’ ^ -C’) 
(2) -B'A(-a ^ -b^ -c ^ -d) 
3) -C’>(-e ^ -f ^ -g) 
^ (4) X—Ca À -b A -c À -d A -€ A -f A -g) 
? The inference continues: 
(5) -X(avbvcvdvevf vg) 
(6) -X> -Ca A -b A -c À -d A -e A -f A -g) 
“ (7) (aa -b À -c À -d A -e A Æ ^-g)5X 
? From (4) and (7) in conjunction, we infer: 
(8) X=,,(-a ^ -b A -c A -d A -e À -f A -g). 
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Moving back now to Figure 1, we see that directly parallel results 
follow in the case of statesmanship. Given the Stranger’s careful enu- 
meration of subdivisions to the left, there are exactly (7 + 4 + 6 + 3 =) 
20 forms of civic art opposed to statesmanship itself. As presented in 
this particular context, at least, the set of other arts is exhaustive as 
well as exclusive. It is both necessary and sufficient for being a states- 
man, accordingly, that the person involved not be any one of these 
other things. The effect of the exhaustive lists along the left is to isolate 
statesmanship in terms of what it is not. 


8. The definition of statesmanship thus conceived joins the explication 
of what is not in the Sophist and Parmenides’ treatment of Unity in his 
namesake dialogue as dialectical analyses relying on the use of negation. 
In each case, negation is employed in arriving at sufficient conditions 
applicable to the subject of inquiry. In Parmenides’ method, sufficient 
conditions for the truth of hypothesis H are reached by drawing con- 
sequences from —H and then transposing them. In the case of what is 
not, sufficient conditions for not-Sitting are derived by transposing the 
consequences of Sitting (the negative of not-Sitting), and so forth for 
other negative Forms. And as we have just seen, sufficient conditions for 
statesmanship are traced out by exhaustive left-hand division, resulting 
in an itemization of things that statesmanship is not. 

Despite this underlying similarity, however, there are several points of 
difference among the three cases. One has to do with the employment 
of negation in relation to dialectical division. Briefly put, negation is 
employed in lieu of division which otherwise prevails in the Sophust, and 
is used to augment division in the Statesman, whereas in the Parmenides 
division is conspicuously absent throughout. These differences trace 
back to the circumstances under which negation comes into play in 
the several dialogues. 

In taking on the task of explicating tò uħ öv in the Sophist, the 
Stranger encounters an awkward methodological predicament. Division 
has been put forward with considerable flourish as the method to be 
used in defining sophistry, has been amply illustrated in the definitions 
of the angler and of the “noble sophist," and is slated for subsequent 
use in the culminating definition of the dialogue. Yet division seems 
unavailable for use in a definition of what is not. The reason, as noted 
previously, is that division typically begins with a category or charac- 
teristic more comprehensive than the kind of thing to be defined. And 
since it turns out in the end to be coextensive with what 1s, what is not 
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is no less comprehensive than anything else. Influenced perhaps by 
the negative character of what is to be defined, the Stranger chooses 
a methodological approach based on negation instead. Although the 
method of division prevails elsewhere in the dialogue, it 1s replaced by 
negation in the definition of what is not. 

Division continues as the primary method in the Statesman. Nega- 
tion comes into play as a dialectical technique primarily in the final 
definition of statesmanship, although there may be intimations in the 
second definition of weaving as well. As pointed out in the discussion 
of Figure 1 above, the use of negation here is tied in with non-dichoto- 
mous division in the left-hand direction. It is by carefully enumerating 
all subdivisions in this counter direction that the Stranger is able to 
specify exhaustively what the statesman is not. One possible explanation 
of this deployment of negation is the finality it provides in the search 
for sufficient conditions.?' A recurrent problem with earlier definitions 
in the dialogue is that they failed to distinguish statesmanship from 
similar callings (267E, 268C, 276B, 281A, 287B). With the exhaustive 
listing of civic arts distinct from statesmanship, the problem of sufficient 
conditions is shown to be settled once and for all. 

As employed in the second part of the Parmenides, on the other hand, 
the technique of deriving sufficient conditions by negation stands on its 
own. In this regard, it should be noted that the dialectical task at hand 
in this context is not one of definition but rather one of determining 
the consequences of a given thing’s (Unity’s) existence. But this by itself 
does not account for a change in method, since defining a thing is not 
far removed from saying what is (or is not) the case if it exists. 

Perhaps the most interesting difference among these three cases, how- 
ever, lies in the simplicity of the technique involved and in the clarity 
of its use. In the case of the Sophist, negation takes on methodological 
significance by way of a specification of the kind of difference-relation 
needed to make sense of the Stranger’s account of what is not. As the 
reader will have noticed, this specification requires considerable extrapo- 
lation beyond the actual text of the dialogue. When the technique is 
put to work, moreover, the result is more a template for assembling a 


*! Another explanation is offered by Mitchell Miller in “Dialectical Education and 
Unwritten Teachings in Plato’s Statesman,” reprinted in The Philosopher in Plato’s States- 
man (Parmenides Publishing, Las Vegas, 2004). Miller’s account relies on not including 
rulers of imitative polities among things excluded from statesmanship. I have discussed 
this account in Metaphysics and Method in Plato’s Statesman (Cambridge University Press, 
forthcoming). 
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definition (what is not = the totality of all negative Forms not-X) than 
a full-Hedged definition as such. One gets the sense that the technique 
still lacks clarity in the mind of the author, much as the method of 
hypothesis remains murky as written into the Phaedo. 

By the time of the Statesman, the technique has gained enough clarity 
to play a role in a full-scale definition, providing a relatively straight- 
forward way of articulating sufficient conditions. One problem at this 
point is that it continues to be cumbersome in application. Roughly 
one-third of the entire dialogue is taken up with descriptions of spe- 
cific skills that need to be separated from statesmanship itself. Another 
problem is that the Stranger’s use of the technique provides no hint of 
how it might be employed independently of dialectical division. Nega- 
tion has not yet reached the stage of development where it serves as a 
dialectical tool on its own. 

The final stage of development, it seems to me, is reached in the 
Parmenides.” As described at 135E9-136A2, the method is a paragon of 
simplicity. Necessary conditions for a subject under inquiry are reached 
by inference from the hypothesis that it exists, and sufficient conditions 
by inference from the negative hypothesis. Parmenides has sufficient 
confidence in this method to put it forward (at 135D) as necessary for 
reaching the truth. And his illustration of the method in the second 
part of the dialogue provides, in my view, the most spectacular display 
of dialectic in the entire Platonic corpus. 

Taken together, these reflections support the suggestion at the 
beginning of this paper that Parmenides’ method was anticipated by 
dialectical maneuvers employed by the Eleatic Stranger in the Soph- 
ist and the Statesman. Like the initial method of hypothesis, and like 
the method of division itself, Parmenides’ method underwent several 
stages of development before it emerged as one of the most powerful 
dialectical tools at Plato’s command. 


2 While the first part of the Parmenides was probably written not long after the Repub- 
lic, there are signs that the second part exhibiting the method was written at roughly 
the same time as the Timaeus. For argument, see my Plato’s Late Ontology, Appendix B, 
and “The Role of the Timaeus in the Development of Plato’s Late Ontology,” Ancient 
Philosophy 18 (1998), pp. 93-124. 
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